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Abstract 
In the subtropical city of Brisbane, encounters with many species of native wildlife are 
a daily occurrence. For these animals, the human-altered conditions of the city do not 
pose an insurmountable challenge, but a plethora of ecological opportunities. As they 
adapt to and do well in association with humans and cities – a phenomenon known by 
ecologists as synurbisation – they become Brisbane’s everyday wildlife, common and 
taken-for-granted amongst the broader urban crowd.  Human responses to this wildlife 
are often inconsistent and ambiguous. In an era being heralded as the Anthropocene, 
when we must address the overwhelmingly negative outcomes that human activity has 
had on most animal species, our obligations to these animals demand more careful 
reflection.  In this thesis, I aim to take Brisbane’s synurbic wildlife seriously by exploring 
how they are companion species and significant others in the composition of collective 
worlds.  
In this thesis, I present a series of empirical accounts that challenge anthropocentric 
assumptions about wildlife that thrives in relation to cities and urbanisation. I illustrate 
that synurbisation cannot be understood as wildlife simply hitching a wagon to human 
civilisation, but as an ontologically enactive, political process in which wildlife enters, 
holds its shape and exerts influence in urban assemblages. As humans and everyday 
wildlife attune to each other in these assemblages, they become urban together, 
weaving chains of knowledge and power in an anthropo-zoo-genetic choreography of 
affect and response. This choreography enacts the city in multiple and specific ways, 
drawing together ecological, historical and spatial trajectories that extend far beyond 
urban boundaries.  
In my first account, I interrogate the idea that Eastern water dragons flourish in 
Brisbane as a result of learning to tolerate the presence of humans. Taking a more 
generous approach to the processes at play in human-water dragon encounters, I 
demonstrate that this tale of synurbisation is not only about lost fear, but expanded 
authority and courteous articulation as water dragons influence humans with displays 
of bravado. By acquiescing to these displays, humans affirm the water dragon’s urban 
dominance and are taught how to live politely with them. Knowledge, trust and 
3 
 
 
confidence circulates as humans and dragons become urban together, circulations 
that can be woven in to domestic, public and even scientific experiments with them.  
The second account concentrates on the trickier relationships formed as flying foxes 
become urban. Aerial, nocturnal and nomadic, urban flying foxes are masters at 
achieving intangibility with humans as they forage Brisbane’s eclectic cultivated forest, 
weaving loose chains of knowledge in a choreography that often leaves humans 
feeling somehow lacking. However, flying foxes become far more knowable when they 
are injured navigating the urban forest. Here, far closer relationships – and tighter 
chains of trust - form between the animals and flying fox rescuers as humans engage 
them in practices of assisted synurbisation.  Under wildlife legislation, however, this 
proximity can only be temporary. As part of the requirements of assisted synurbisation, 
flying foxes and their rescuers must work together to navigate a relationship that 
demands proximity, response, and ultimately detachment.  
My third account follows the Australian white ibis and its extraordinary shift to the 
downtown ecologies of civic squares and eating spaces. I explore how this shift stems 
from the animal’s keen attention to, and eagerness to experiment with, the rich 
nutritional flows associated with urban food consumption. In the city, this has resulted 
in an almost complete denial of the ibis’ value, with the birds commonly derided as 
defective, corrupted wildlife, pests and trash animals. Highlighting the bird’s unique 
inventiveness as it forages highly public urban spaces, I present an alternative 
understanding of the ibis as a provocateur that enlivens public spaces in ways that 
expose human endeavours to ignore or forget their own waste. This synurbisation is 
not about loss, but gain, as the ibis catalyses new ways of managing and even valuing 
urban material flows.  
The final account investigates what happens when humans act to regulate the risky 
or uncomfortable natures that emerge when everyday wildlife becomes urban in 
problematic ways. I demonstrate that the biopolitical process of making everyday 
wildlife manageable involves more than the extension of human power over the non-
human. It can bring about opportunities for managers and animals to find ways to 
make the city liveable for both human and non-human. Everyday wildlife can become 
responsive and manageable members of the city as managers gain expertise and 
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authority as facilitators of urban environments. This is not always the case, however.  
Using the example of urban flying fox management, I demonstrate how more-than-
human experimentation can quickly become derailed, leading to little more than 
ineffective and dangerous acts of cruelty performed upon animals unable to respond 
as they ‘should’.  
In the Anthropocene, as the modernist orthodoxies that exclude wildlife from the city 
are dissolved, finding ways to build better relationships with everyday wildlife is 
important. Acknowledging the novel human-wildlife relationships made possible by 
synurbisation is a crucial first step. By extending the concepts of co-training, shared 
knowledge and anthropo-zoo-genesis to urban wildlife, this thesis forges new ways of 
thinking about everyday wildlife by demonstrating that these species are not somehow 
lacking in comparison to more fragile species, but creatively engaged in the flows of 
urban life. By attending empirically to the different ways that wildlife becomes urban, 
this thesis paves the way to inclusive and specific forms of security and conviviality.  
As cities around the world continue to grow at an unforeseen rate, the task of ensuring 
they flourish as sites of heterogeneous, more-than-human life only becomes more 
urgent.   
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1 Introduction 
1.1 Everyday wildlife  
In the subtropical city of Brisbane, Queensland, where I have lived for several years, 
encounters with various native wild animals are a daily occurrence. At home, blue-
tongue lizards lie under the tap in my backyard, and wall and garden skinks scurry 
away as I exit my front door. At outdoor cafes, nectar-eating noisy miners rip open 
packets of sugar with their yellow beaks, and Australian white ibis ransack vacant 
tables for food scraps. Eastern water dragons sit among the plants for sale at 
neighbourhood garden stores, and a carpet python sliding across a riverside road can 
bring traffic to a halt. On the University of Queensland campus, students navigate 
around large piles of mulch built by hopeful male brush turkeys and around families of 
Australian wood ducks and plovers grazing the manicured lawns. By night, bush stone 
curlews call mournfully in supermarket car parks, while by day the caws of Torresian 
crows and the pretty warbles of Australian magpies and pied butcherbirds resonate off 
buildings. As I sleep, brushtail possums fight raucously outside my window while 
ringtail possums quietly decimate my herb garden. In the evening corellas, sulphur-
crested cockatoos and rainbow lorikeets settle, screeching by the thousands, in the 
trees around sports ovals and on traffic islands. As they do, flying foxes take to the 
skies in search of flowers and fruit. Into the night they can be heard squabbling over 
this bounty in gardens and parks around the city, even above boulevards busy with 
tourists.  
That these animals form a regular and mundane aspect of my day-to-day life seems 
remarkable given that cities are generally understood as arising through deliberate 
practices intended to create an environment fit for concentrated human habitation. In 
Brisbane, these practices commenced almost immediately after John Oxley sailed his 
way up the Brisbane River in 1823 looking for a suitable site for a penal colony. One 
of the first actions taken upon establishing this colony was to fell the area of forest and 
bushland where central Brisbane now sits to keep wildlife and Aboriginal inhabitants 
at bay. As Brisbane became a free settlement, an industrial centre, and eventually the 
capital of Queensland, the modification of the environment to suit the purposes of the 
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growing city and the humans that lived there continued (Plant 1996, Laverty 2009). 
The Brisbane River was dredged, its banks cleared, its creeks modified, and its upper 
reaches dammed to manage flooding and allow ships to navigate. Wetlands were 
drained and built over. The surrounding rainforest and bushland was almost 
completely felled, first for timber and agriculture, and then to make way for roads and 
residences (Catteral & Kingston, 1993, Gregory 1996). These processes of 
urbanisation continue today, as Brisbane’s vast suburban areas and network of 
motorways merge into the surrounding cities of Logan, the Gold Coast, Ipswich, and 
the Sunshine Coast. The Southeast Queensland area is now home to 3.4 million 
residents, one of the fastest growing populations in Australia (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics 2013).  
The alterations made to Brisbane’s landscape since European settlement have 
certainly not enhanced the region as habitat for native flora and fauna. At first 
settlement, Oxley wrote glowingly about the river, and the lush and lucrative beauty of 
the surrounding land. When he arrived, the area would have been covered in almost 
continuous bushland: dense eucalypt and melaleuca forests, heathlands, and 
rainforest. These, in concert with the region’s high topological and climatic variation, 
would have supported a multiplicity of habitats for a varied array of animal species 
(Catterall & Kingston 1993, Laverty 2009, Queensland Museum 2007). Today, in 
metropolitan Brisbane, only 1% of the pre-European vegetation remains, restricted to 
small, isolated pockets within a matrix of parks, roads and built-up land (Catteral & 
Kingston 1993). The riparian and estuarine habitat in the lower Brisbane River 
catchment has become degraded and pollutant loads are now high (SEQ catchments 
2016). Novel predators such as dogs and cats have been introduced, as have other 
non-endemic competitor species. The landscape has become criss-crossed by roads, 
and the vehicles travelling on these roads can pose considerable risks to wildlife. 
Unsurprisingly, the range and populations of many animal species in the area has 
diminished, with some - such as the squirrel glider, the koala, the spotted-tailed quoll 
and the Wallum rocket frog – facing extremely uncertain futures (Queensland Museum 
2007).  
The bold presence and ubiquity of certain native wildlife species in my day-to-day 
urban life, then, bears a thought-provoking testimony. While urbanisation has had 
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undeniable consequences for the Brisbane landscape, it appears that not all species 
have responded to it uniformly (Richter & Weiland 2012, p.3). As Tim Low (2002, p.1) 
writes: “We hear so much these days about wildlife dying out, as if nature en masse 
were sliding down the drain. The truth is more interesting”. This truth has long been 
recognised in the ecological sciences. Animals and plants that can survive, and even 
thrive, in response to human disturbance are known under a variety of terms. ‘Human 
commensals’ are species that obtain benefits from forming associations with humans, 
and the term ‘synanthropic’ refers to those whose populations are observed to grow 
larger in landscapes disturbed by human practices, compared to those in relatively 
unaltered habitats (Johnston 2001, Rodewald & Shustack 2008). ‘Synurbisation’, 
which is also sometimes referred to as ‘synurbanisation’, is a term that denotes the 
process whereby particular species come to flourish particularly in response to the 
practices of urbanisation, sometimes to the extent that they become more associated 
with urban ecosystems than any other (Luniak 2004, Francis & Chadwick 2012, Parker 
& Nillon 2012, Chapman & Jones 2012). Synurbic species are then differentiated into 
‘urban exploiters’, which are particularly robust species that can thrive in the most 
disturbed and built up of city spaces, and ‘urban adapters’ which are those that take 
advantage of the ecological opportunities in the less dense, suburban areas of the city 
(Blair 1996, Pauchard et al 2006, McKinney 2002).  As many animals become 
endangered in response to urbanisation, communities of synurbic wildlife thrive, 
coming to dominate urban ecologies in a process referred to as ‘biotic homogenization’ 
(McKinney 2006).  My daily encounters in Brisbane indicate that a number of 
Australian native animals may be capable of becoming synurbic and of finding ways 
of “riding the coattails” (Low 2002, p.2) of urbanisation. The result is a vibrant and 
familiar community of native animals: ‘everyday wildlife’ - unique, abundant and 
mundane - flourishing in the ecological niches of Australian cities.  
Despite this familiarity and resilience, the value placed on everyday wildlife and the 
ways it is accommodated into the city is often contradictory and ambiguous. As 
species that existed in Australia prior to European settlement, everyday native wildlife 
is protected under State nature conservation legislation. However, this protection is 
somewhat porous for abundant animals whose hardiness in response to urbanisation 
is not celebrated as a conservation success story (White 2013). While Australian 
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ecologists seek to raise the profile of recombinant urban environments as important 
sites for the protection of species (e.g. Lunney & Burgin 2004, Lunney 2010, Jones 
2013), their primary concerns lie with either with those species displaced or 
disadvantaged by urbanisation, or those that take refuge in the city in the face of 
significant environmental pressures outside. Species and populations that become 
more dominant in urban settings become outliers in an Australian urban conservation 
politics concerned with “dealing with exotic species, pests and vermin on the one hand, 
and relic native animal populations on the other” (Lunney 2010, p.26 own emphases). 
On the occasion that they are acknowledged by conservationists, it is often to be 
presented as the antiheroes of urban ecologies: bawdy, urban “winners” that 
disadvantage rarer and more fragile urban “losers” (Low 2002).  
The native status of these animals, which is an important indicator of belonging in 
Australian cultural and environmental politics, does not necessarily guarantee 
everyday wildlife a valued position at the table of urban life. As well as legal protection, 
presence in Australia prior to European settlement often leads to many species gaining 
considerable symbolic significance, but this cultural significance is not automatically 
or even consistently granted (Trigger 2008, Franklin 2006). Some native species that 
thrive in cities, such as the Australian magpie and the kookaburra, are treasured as 
iconic native animals. Others, such as the Australian white ibis, the silver gull and the 
noisy miner, are not. Instead, their abundance, ubiquity and habits can result in them 
being more emblematic of urban dissipation than national purity. Although more 
geographically confined than quintessential metropolitan species such as the German 
cockroach, the Norway rat, and the rock pigeon, everyday native wildlife can 
nevertheless become considered of such low value that they can be described as 
urban “trash animals” (Nagy and Johnson 2013). Like trash animals everywhere, 
everyday wildlife can become easy targets for derision, and are often described as 
being dirty, stupid, evil, or otherwise sub-standard (e.g. Holland 2009, Thomas 2012, 
Lambert 2016). On occasion, this derision can escalate into acts of hatred and cruelty 
(e.g. Lill 2011, Gold Coast News 2010, Brisbane Times 2016, Courier Mail 2017).  
Too ubiquitous to have either conservation or national importance, often the only 
context in which these animals are considered at all is when they have become the 
subject of complaint by human residents. While many species of everyday wildlife can 
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pose little problem in the city, extreme fecundity, squalid habits, damage to city 
property, disease, toxic stings or bites, and aggression towards humans can make 
certain species difficult neighbours. Conflicts between everyday wildlife and the 
interests of humans are a regular occurrence in Brisbane and other Australian cities 
(Jones & Thomas 1999, Thomas & Jones 1999). In these situations, residents can call 
on Brisbane City Council officers and State-licenced wildlife managers to manage the 
presence of common wildlife and human residents. Human security and amenity is 
generally given precedence to any civic value that common wildlife can be 
demonstrated to have (to the look and feel of the city or to urban biodiversity, for 
example). Management actions can have very serious consequences, and for the 
animals involved, the stakes are high. Disputes relating to human comfort and amenity 
can be resolved by relocating or killing problematic animals, or culling or dispersing 
problematic populations (e.g. Taylor 2016, Stolz 2011).  
1.2 Significant others in the Anthropocene 
The inconsistency and disregard with which we think about and deal with wildlife that 
thrives in relation to urbanisation seems disingenuous at a time when the impacts of 
our own inhabitation of the planet have proven to be overwhelmingly negative. At 
present, geologists argue that human activities that have taken place between the 
advent of agriculture and the rapid population growth of the mid-20th century have had 
such an effect that they are detectable in the stratigraphy of the Earth’s sediments, 
rocks, and ice. The implications of this are sobering, suggesting that humanity has 
wrought planetary changes so profound that it can be defined as an “earth-changing 
force” (Lorimer 2015, p.1) comparable to other major catalytic events such as 
meteorite strikes or periods of glaciation (Cook et al 2015). For this reason, geologists 
conclude that we should no longer consider ourselves living in the geological epoch 
known as the Holocene, which began at the end of the last Ice Age around 12,000 
years ago. Instead, we should herald in a new epoch called the Anthropocene (Waters 
et al 2016, Crutzen 2002, Steffen, Crutzen & McNeill 2007).  
Formal recognition of the Anthropocene has become a meeting point for many 
scholars. In the humanities and social sciences, the Anthropocene invites an 
interrogation of how its diagnosis jars with the more hopeful imaginings for humanity 
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that characterised the Enlightenment period and the emergence of modern thought 
(see for example Lorimer 2015, Rose & van Dooren 2011, Cook at al 2015 and Head 
2015). As humanity sought to break from the divine order during this period, human 
rationality and empirical science were embraced as the vehicles with which humans 
would tame and order an uncivilised and primitive nature in order to transform it into a 
platform upon which human advancement could take place (Kaika 2005, Taylor 2012). 
While there is little doubt that human social and economic progress in the modern era 
has seen significant alteration of landscapes and biophysical processes, the diagnosis 
of the Anthropocene suggests that the optimism of the Enlightenment period was 
misguided.  The modern era has not liberated humans from the shackles of nature, it 
has had unforeseen and potentially catastrophic consequences. Changed climate 
regimes, species extinctions, energy conflicts, food uncertainty, pollution, 
eutrophication, and novel diseases all threaten the future of human and non-human.  
The messy problems of the Anthropocene illustrate a fundamental paradox in what 
Latour (1993) refers to as the “constitution” (p.13) which underpins our understanding 
of ourselves as modern. This constitution rests on a reality that is comprised of three 
separate realms: humanity, nature, and a God “crossed-out” (ibid) and relegated to 
the sidelines. The modern paradox emerges when we deny or ignore the inter-
dependencies between these three realms. The more we insist that these realms are 
separate and humanity is somehow exceptional, the more “hybrids” (Latour 1993, 
Whatmore 2002) or “cyborgs” (Haraway 1991) proliferate beneath this constitution. 
“Simultaneously real, like nature, narrated, like discourse, and collective, like society” 
(Latour 1993, p.6) as these hybrids multiply and grow in magnitude they make a 
mockery of modernist efforts to order and control them. The diagnosis of the 
Anthropocene, then, represents a crisis for modernity. To recognise this era, is to 
recognise that, for all our efforts and delusions, nature has not been “known, tamed or 
rationally ordered” (Lorimer 2015, p.1). All we have done is create problems of such 
complexity that simply contemplating them can feel like “hurtling down a hill without 
any brakes” (Head 2015, p.314).  
As Enlightenment hope gives way to a risky and uncertain future, humanities and 
social science scholars are also treating the Anthropocene as an opportunity to give 
serious consideration to what a reimagined humanity in this new era might involve. 
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Now that a secure future cannot, and never could, be found in presumptions of human 
separation and transcendence over nature, heralding the Anthropocene also demands 
new ways of understanding humanity and its relations with others. A new constitution 
is required that will refuse the “old settlements” (Hinchcliffe et al 2005 p.644) between 
humanity and nature, and concede the existence of cyborg “monsters” (Latour 1993 
p.12) that proliferate in flagrant contradiction of our understandings of ourselves as 
modern. To achieve this, we must “slow down” (Stengers 2005, p.994) the thought 
that rushes to purify the world into discrete spheres. By taking the time to acknowledge 
the ways reality is the “opposite of transcendent peace” (Haraway 2008 p.83), we can 
recognise it as a cosmos, composed in the messy and speculative articulations of 
multiple entities. By doing so, we can move from a politics based on separation to a 
cosmopolitics that is open to the possibility of a common world (Stengers 2005).  
For Donna Haraway (2003, 2008, 2010) a new constitution, and the achievement of 
what she refers to as a counter-world or autre-mondialisation, is to be found in finding 
novel ways to respect difference or “significant otherness” (2003, p.3). Haraway is 
deeply critical of responses to the crises of the Anthropocene found in movements 
such as deep ecology, which she argues only reasserts the modern divide between 
human and nature by seeking to elevate nature to the status of human. Instead, her 
cosmopolitical project involves moving away from notions of fixed being and essential 
qualities, and rethinking the category ‘human’ altogether. Humanity, she argues, has 
never been a discrete, separate category, despite our desires to believe so.  Instead, 
we become what and who we are in our relationships with a myriad of significant 
others across space and through layers upon layers of time. With the term companion 
species, Haraway formalizes this interdependence, and enters into a deep 
exploration of how humanity is co-constituted through engagements between 
biological and other actors.  Although her empirical focus tends to be on the 
historically co-constitutive relationship between humans and dogs, she does not 
intend companion species to be restricted to companion animals. Instead the term 
encompasses a much larger category of entities – for example, bees, protozoa, and 
even walking sticks and computers – all with whom we are constantly being made 
and re-made in mutual choreography. Understanding the world as an effect of 
companion species relatings “all the way down” has significant implications for a new 
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constitution in the Anthropocene. By recognising companion species, not only must 
we acknowledge that we have never been modern, but also that we have never really 
been human either. Humanity becomes what it is with companion species. It is itself 
“an interspecies relationship” (Tsing 2012, p.141). A new constitution must recognise 
humanity’s indebtedness to difference and significant otherness, and commit to a 
future contingent on its flourishing. The Anthropocene, then, is a time to pay attention 
to, and take seriously, the modes of companionship through which humanity is 
composed, with the goal of finding better and more respectful ways of living together.  
The inconsistency with which everyday wildlife is regarded, the precarious place it is 
granted in Australian cities, and the derision and persecution to which it is sometimes 
exposed, suggests that our modes of companionship with urban wildlife also require 
more careful attention. Indeed, this “moral challenge” (Michelfelder 2003, p.80) can 
only become more urgent. Broad-scale urbanisation has only been practiced in the 
last couple of centuries, but in this time cities have become one of the “signature 
features” (Lorimer 2015, p. 165) or “defining spatial characteristics” (Whitehead 2014 
p.99) of the Anthropocene. There is little debate that the future, too, will be increasingly 
urban. With the global urban population expected to increase by 2.7 billion between 
2010 and 2050 and more land given over to urbanisation, cities will be larger and more 
numerous than ever before (Seto & Satterthwaite 2010, Harvey 1996, United Nations 
2010). The environmental implications of this are already momentous, with 
urbanisation resulting in extreme environmental change. Cities have become sites of 
concentrated consumption and environmental degradation.  However, despite being 
evidence of the “voracious appetite of modernity” (Fincher and Iveson 2015, p.23), 
cities can also be places of unique ecological constellations, spontaneous life, and a 
diverse variety of human/animal relationships. Attending critically to cities as key sites 
of novel, “intra-human” (Palmer 2003, p.48) experimentation is a key cosmopolitical 
obligation in the Anthropocene (Lorimer 2015, Hinchliffe et al 2005).  
In this thesis, I will give more careful consideration to the resilient, everyday wildlife 
that thrives alongside me in Brisbane, exploring how it is comprised of significant 
others deserving of a place in the more-than-human politics of the Anthropocene. 
Treating neither their abundance nor their everyday presence in the city as trivial, I 
aim to explore how synurbisation is not simply a matter of wildlife inhabiting the “empty” 
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(Luniak 2004, p.51) ecological niches created by human practices. Instead, I will 
explore how it involves novel forms of more-than-human companionship. As they live 
in the city, I argue, synurbic animals both “hold their shape” (Hinchliffe 2007, p.69) and 
exert influence in a power-laden, more-than-human choreography through which the 
city is enacted. By taking a comparative approach, this thesis will also explore the 
different ways that everyday wildlife achieves this. In doing so, it makes a valuable 
contribution to several areas of social science and humanities scholarship. First, by 
drawing everyday wildlife into a collective of companion species, this thesis contributes 
to a creative body of scholarship which is concerned with finding ways to recognise 
the rich array of significant others – sometimes loved, but often not - with whom worlds 
are created (e.g. Haraway 2008, 2016, Chrulew 2011, Rose and van Dooren 2011, 
Kirksey 2010). Second, by interrogating the multiple ways humans and everyday 
wildlife ‘live together’ as a mundane, more-than-human political choreography, the 
second contribution this thesis makes relates to a body of scholarship concerned the 
emergence of novel ecologies, and the speculative, cosmopolitical experimentation 
this requires. This contribution has implications for forging a more liveable politics of 
cities and urban natures (Hinchcliffe et al 2005, Hinchliffe and Whatmore 2006, 
Lorimer 2007, 2015, Gabrys 2012), for exploring theoretical and practical 
engagements for achieving multispecies security and conviviality in cities (Hinchliffe 
and Lavau 2013), and for finding better ways of ‘doing’ cities as important sites for the 
future flourishing of life in the Anthropocene.   
1.3 Thesis overview 
In this thesis, I tell four synurbic “game stories” (Haraway 2003, p.58) - grounded 
accounts carried out with curiosity to the facts and generosity to participants - about 
everyday wildlife in Brisbane. In the following chapter, I outline my conceptual 
framework for these stories. Less a rigid foundation for defining and analysing these 
animals, my approach involves a more a speculative and generous empirical process 
that “opens up” (Haraway 2008, p. 83) existing ways of thinking in a way that “makes 
space” (Lorimer 2015, p.159, also Whatmore and Hinchliffe 2003) to include them in 
the collective. Three conceptual moves are required to do this. The first involves 
revising our understanding of cities as solely human achievements, and instead 
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imagining a more inclusive ontology of cities that see them as emergent in the 
relationships or “contact zones” (Haraway 2008, p.4) between many different things. 
The second involves understanding how the human-animal relationship may 
constitute a form of “anthropo-zoo-genesis” (Despret 2004) – a mutual and embodied 
co-training between both human and animal. The third involves revising ideas of ‘wild’ 
and ‘wildlife’ as denoting an absence of relationship with humans. Instead wildlife is 
understood as a complex human-animal configuration with a rich anthropo-zoo-
genetic history. These three moves guide my game stories, and with them I propose 
that everyday wild animals living in cities such as Brisbane do more than simply coast 
on human civilisation. They participate in a complex political performance and 
negotiation in which humans and others become urban with each other, exert influence 
on urban reality, and enact the city together. This performance involves novel forms 
of urban anthropo-zoo-genesis, or mutual human-wildlife co-training, where the aim of 
the game is finding ways to co-exist and live together in urban space. Becoming urban 
together may be a relatively new development in the history of humans and animals, 
but it is a connection that will become increasingly prominent in the Anthropocene as 
ecological, historical, and spatial trajectories entangle in urban contact zones.  
In Chapter 3 I turn my attention to the first story, which explores the mundane 
conviviality achieved between humans and the Eastern water dragon in Brisbane. 
Many ecologists explain the water dragon’s urban success in terms of its ability to 
habituate to humans. Through this, they argue that water dragons develop a tolerance 
of humans which allows them to comfortably co-habit with them in domestic backyards 
and urban spaces. While humans and water dragons certainly achieve a courteous 
proximity in urban space, I contend that becoming urban for the water dragon is not a 
process of losing wildness, but expanding authority as they engage humans in 
displays of dominance and bravado. By evoking a mild discomfort in humans, water 
dragons teach humans how to be polite, and to make room for them. The net product 
of this interplay is a mutual trust: water dragons gain confidence in their ability to 
incorporate humans into their lives, and humans gain an equal confidence in how to 
live with water dragons. It is a trust, however, that can be exploited as more 
instrumental relationships with the lizards are formed. The latter part of this chapter 
explores how an evolutionary biologist uses water dragons to research wildness in a 
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public park. To do her work, she must manage the circulations of knowledge woven 
between water dragons and the park’s public, and maintain the lizards’ urban 
confidence as she translates them into scientific knowledge.  
My second story follows Brisbane’s flying foxes, which consist of three distinct species: 
the black flying fox, the grey-headed flying fox and, more seasonally, the little red flying 
fox. Unlike the water dragons, as flying foxes become urban, they create disparity in 
their relationships with humans, challenging human experiences of the city as a 
horizontal, fixed space (Graham and Hewitt 2012, Lorimer 2015). The implications of 
this are clear in the struggles an urban ecologist experiences as she attempts to 
develop authority, trust and expertise in her relationships with the animals.  However, 
this is not so difficult when the animals become injured, and they become drawn into 
far more horizontal relationships with specially trained flying fox carers. Profoundly 
affected by the animal's aesthetic and corporeal charisma, carers form authoritative 
bonds with the animals within a broader performance of wildlife rehabilitation, in which 
injured and orphaned flying foxes must play an active role and respond to the efforts 
of care. Such companionship is only temporary, however. Animals and carers must 
eventually engage in a process of detachment so that flying foxes can resume their 
lives as nomadic, arboreal, urban transients. 
The third story focusses on the urbanisation of the Australian white ibis. In recent 
decades, this knee-height wading bird has performed a dramatic shift from the 
ephemeral wetlands of inland Australia to the downtown malls and open-air eating 
places of east coast Australian cities. I explore how this shift stems from the ibis’ 
readiness to experiment with new ecological associations, and to cultivate the urban 
flows associated with human food consumption.   Becoming urban for the ibis is a 
matter of becoming attentive to the places and times when human food swells and 
overflows in the urban landscape, and deliberately engaging humans in uncivil acts of 
scavenging and thievery. As humans become directly enrolled in the muddy, edge 
ecologies of the city, the response is typically very negative. Ibis urbanisation is often 
constructed as a dramatic fall from grace, and its presence in the city uniformly 
undesirable. It becomes a pest or ‘trash animal’ (Nagy & Johnson 2013), misplaced 
and breeding out of control in cities. However, I make a case for recognising how the 
ibis enlivens civic spaces, even if this results in discomfort and tension. I draw on 
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examples in which the ibis is celebrated as a catalyst in a process whereby humans 
become more attentive (often unwillingly) to the liveliness of urban spaces and their 
own role in urban ecologies and material flows.   
In Chapter 6, I explore what happens when everyday wildlife becomes problematic, 
and the actions taken to mitigate and temper its exuberance. I argue that urban wildlife 
management can be a form of more-than-human experimentation, aimed at finding 
ways to make the city liveable for both human and non-human. I argue that this 
involves a careful loosening of the protection that native animals automatically receive 
as representatives of a pre-existing Australian nature. This allows humans to exert 
control over them in the real-time natures of urban life, as long as species’ broader 
circulations in the city and beyond are preserved (Hinchliffe and Lavau 2013). Taking 
a comparative approach, I draw on three examples of urban wildlife management to 
explore how this can make new forms of human-animal knowledge-abilities possible. 
Wildlife can gain constituency in the city as wildlife managers gain expertise and 
authority as facilitators of convivial and fair urban environments. However, with my 
final example which looks at urban flying fox management, I demonstrate how 
experimentation in living together can quickly devolve into heavy-handed and 
ultimately destructive exercises of human power.   
Finally, this thesis concludes with a discussion of the implications of understanding 
everyday wildlife as companion species and partners in the co-fabrication of Brisbane. 
What does it mean when stories of synurbisation become more than simply stories 
about animals eking out a living in the ecological niches of the city? By demonstrating 
how cities are emergent in heterogeneity, we can begin to ask important questions 
about how to do synurbisation in the Anthropocene: how to co-habit more equitably, 
value cities as multispecies sites, and achieve relationships that foster difference 
between all urban inhabitants, both common and rare. The ways this is done may not 
always be comfortable, but by acknowledging synurbic animals as significant others, 
we can begin to find ways to train together in ways that are more honourable than is 
currently practiced. In short, becoming urban carefully means creatively responding to 
the agency and trajectories of urban wildlife, of recognising our shared histories, and 
of forging convivial futures together.   
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2 Synurbic game stories  
For Donna Haraway (2003, 2008, 2010, 2016), who is deeply critical of philosophers 
who engage with animals and other non-humans only as abstract concepts, the 
recognition of significant otherness can only be achieved through grounded, factual 
accounts of companion species relating. With the statement “I am a creature of the 
mud, not the sky” (2008, p.3) she advocates an empiricism that deals with more-than-
human companionship firmly in the realm of the concrete, rather than in lofty, abstract, 
or romantic ideals about non-humans as we may wish them to be. Grappling with 
stories about dog-human relating, Haraway says “the practitioner must tell a story, 
must get the facts, and must have the heart to stay hungry for the truth…” (2003 p.19). 
Here she argues that her biology is not much different from the work of her father, a 
sport’s writer, whose job was to report sports games by spinning a vivid account – or 
a game story – using only the facts as they happened. Curiosity is vital to both 
companion species stories: practitioners must attend closely to what happens, and 
present the facts as they occur. Generosity is also important: stories must be told by 
a practitioner who is available to the subjects whose stories they are telling, is willing 
to “give all the chances” (Despret 2005 p.360) to them, and is open to the variety of 
ways that they can affect and be affected. Practitioners of companion species must 
maintain a virtue of “worldly politeness” (Haraway 2008, p.34), and take care “to avoid 
constructing knowledge behind the backs” (Despret 2005, p.361) of those who they 
study by bestowing their own ideas upon them. Such generosity demands 
considerable effort when one is used to the neat simplifications of modernist thought.  
In the four chapters following this one, I will tell my own game stories, weaving together 
facts to explore how everyday synurbic wild animals are significant others or 
companion species. With an over-arching cosmopolitical objective to refuse old 
settlements and to “stay with the trouble” (Haraway 2010, 2016) of being ontologically 
generous, the chapters that follow do not seek to simplify. Instead they try “to add, to 
complicate, to specify, and whenever possible to slow down and, above all, hesitate 
so as to multiply the voices that can be heard” (Latour 2016, p. ix) so that the place of 
everyday wildlife in the Anthropocene can be recognised. In this chapter, I outline three 
conceptual acts of ontological generosity necessary for this. These acts concern 
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conventional understandings of cities, animals, and wildlife. The first complicates ideas 
of cities as “exclusively human achievements” (Whatmore & Hinchliffe 2003 p.37), and 
instead understands them as enacted in the “contact zones” (Haraway 2008, p.4) of a 
crowd of different things. The second challenges dominant ideas of the human-animal 
relationship as a one-way exertion of rational human power over an instinctive animal 
object. Instead, this relationship is envisaged as including more mutual interplays and 
forms of co-training or anthropo-zoo-genesis (Despret 2004). The third act questions 
the idea that wildlife consists of animals and plants that have little shared history or 
opportunities to co-train with humans. Instead I argue for an understanding of wildlife, 
that sees it as arising in particular configurations of human-animal relationality. These 
relationships may play out differently from the performance of domestication, but they 
nevertheless involve the potential for novel, experimental forms of human-animal 
attunement, correspondence, and anthropo-zoo-genesis.  
These three conceptual moves form the central proposition explored in this thesis: that 
everyday wild native animals in cities such as Brisbane do more than just occupy the 
ecological niches created by human-driven urbanisation. By living in the city, these 
animals are holding their own within a complex political choreography whereby 
humans and others become urban and enact the city together. Within this broader 
enactment, humans and everyday wildlife encounter each other and find ways to live 
together. This is an embodied, historically situated, political process that may result in 
novel, urban forms of anthropo-zoo-genesis. This may not necessarily be easy or 
friendly: both humans and wildlife can be difficult and dangerous to live with. However, 
co-constitutive relationships with everyday wildlife deserve acknowledgement as part 
of the broader companion species inter-dependencies being recognised in the 
Anthropocene. 
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2.1 Becoming urban 
       
Figure 1 Jim's Dog and Leonardo's Dog (Haraway 2008, p.5 & 8) 
In the opening pages of When Species Meet (2008), Donna Haraway introduces the 
reader to ‘Jim’s Dog’ (p.5), shown in a colour digital photograph snapped by a friend 
as he was walking through a Santa Cruz woodland (see Figure 1, left). The photo 
shows a redwood stump, covered with mosses, ferns, and pine redwood needles, 
which, at the particular angle from which the photograph has been taken, together 
form the shape of an attentive, retriever-like dog. To contrast, Haraway presents a 
second figure: ‘Leonardo’s Dog’, a cartoon drawing by Sydney Harris depicting a dog 
standing on its hind legs in mimicry of Da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man (see Figure 1, right). 
Haraway argues that to touch Leonardo’s Dog is to touch a humanist figure, a human-
made one-dimensional dog complicit (albeit in a humorous way) in modernist ideals of 
purification and separations between human and nature. To touch Jim’s Dog, 
however, is to touch a figure that emerges at the “contact zones” (p.4) of a “motley 
crowd” (p.8): the living and decaying organisms which compose it, the camera that 
captures it, the information technologies that transmit it, and the sensory organs that 
perceive it, as well as many other things.  
Jim’s Dog allies Haraway with others (for example, Latour 1993, 2004, Lien & Law 
2011) who seek to disrupt modernist stories about “man making himself yet again the 
Greatest Story Ever Told” (Haraway 2003, p.5). This is done through reimagining 
reality in ways in which no single entity – no inherent essence or external constructor, 
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for example – steers the ship. Instead, reality emerges as many different things 
connect and form relationships with each other.  Following Foucault (1982), the notion 
of power at play in Jim’s Dog is not one in which it can possessed by one entity. It 
manifests heterogeneously. Embedded in relationships or networks, it is not 
necessarily repressive, but can indeed be creative or productive as it circulates and is 
simultaneously exercised and experienced by entities (Palmer 2001). All entities – 
both human and not - have potential to have agency, a term redefined from being an 
exceptionally human attribute involving rationality and consciousness, to a more 
inclusive capacity of having affect on another in a relationship (Law 1992, Philo & 
Wilbert 2000, Lorimer 2007, Whatmore 2002). This relational definition, however, 
means that being an agent means never being a whole, discrete unit, only ever an 
agent-in-relation. At the same time, to be anything-in-relation means a constant 
struggle to keep something in reserve, and to maintain only a ‘partial connection’ 
(Strathern 1991), so that one is never completely reducible to the relationship. Reality 
emerges in this relational to-and-fro as entities manage to connect, affect and “hold 
their shape” (Hinchliffe 2007, p.69) at the contact zone, while others disappear into, or 
fall out of it. Thus, Jim’s Dog is a reminder that “to be one is always to become with 
many” (Haraway 2008 p.4 original emphasis). 
Jim’s Dog is also a warning against the seductive security of ontologies based on a 
transcendent and exceptional human driver. Instead, reality is better understood as an 
“active verb” (Haraway 2003, p.6), or a work in progress continually composed in the 
processes and practices of many things relating in contact zones. Composed of a 
“multiplicity of forces and trajectories” (Lorimer 2015 p. 28), Jim’s Dog is a figure for a 
reality with manifold potential for difference and uncertainty: with a different 
constellation of things, from a different angle, or at a different time, Jim’s Dog would 
be different or cease to exist. At the same time, its multiplicity is not infinite. Jim’s Dog 
can be considered what Haraway (2003) drawing on Alfred Whitehead calls a 
“concrescence of prehensions” (p.6), that is, something undeniably real but whose 
reality is grown together in a multitude of contingent and entangled historical and 
spatial trajectories. These prehensions include its climatic, geological, and 
geographical situation, the evolutionary histories of the entities that comprise and 
perceive it, the technological histories of the apparatus that captures and transmit it, 
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the spatial history of the Santa Cruz parkland with its legacy of logging, leisure and 
environmentalism, and others. Geographically and historically contingent, Jim’s Dog 
has both multiplicity and specificity. It is thus a figure for a speculative ontology that is 
“sure of the existence of matter but perpetually uncertain as to what matter might 
become” (Lorimer 2015, p.28).  
Haraway’s figure, then, is a “provocation to curiosity” (2008, p.7) about the 
assemblages of others that come together in precarious and unpredictable ways and 
create reality. It is a crucial first step for bringing everyday wildlife into focus as 
significant others, as it draws attention to the ways that Brisbane might also be 
emergent in an entanglement of histories, things, and forces. This runs against the 
modernist ‘foundational stories’ (Hinchliffe 1999, p.144) often told about cities and 
urbanisation. In these stories, cities are the anti-thesis of nature and humans are their 
sole creators.  Urbanisation is a creative process exercised only by humans, and 
through it, cities are built upon an ‘original’ landscape and everything ‘natural’ is 
suppressed or controlled to render the environment fit for concentrated human activity. 
The outcome of urbanisation may be presented as good or bad: cities can be 
monuments to enlightened humanity amid a brutish, uncivilised country or wilderness, 
or to humanity’s dissipation and alienation compared to a more innocent countryside 
and a purer, wilder nature (Hinchliffe 1999, Philo & Wilbert, 2000, Kaika, 2005). Either 
way, nature is little more than a “blank slate” (Hinchliffe 2007 p.35) upon which human 
intentionality plays out. When nature does act in ways contrary to this, it is imagined 
to be like Leonardo’s Dog: a mechanistically biological anomaly, a ‘cute’ novelty, or a 
dissolute aberration.                                                                                                                                                                                  
However, many urban geographers, historians, anthropologists and sociologists are 
telling different stories about cities (e.g. Swyngedouw 1996, Hinchliffe et al 2005, Kaika 
2005 and Gabrys 2012). These stories treat cities not as static, fixed places, built upon 
‘original’ landscape, but as fluid places, actively enacted in “sets of interactions that 
flow across networks: some physical and visible, but many relational, social and often 
invisible” (Batty & Cheshire 2011, p.195). The mechanisms of power at play in 
urbanisation are not so much about completely impeding, halting or destroying nature. 
Rather, following Foucault (1978), they are more bent towards “generating forces, 
making them grow, and ordering them” (p.136). Nature is not benign in this enactment 
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or performance, but is part of “dense networks of inter-woven socio-spatial processes” 
(Kaika 2005, p.22) that are simultaneously “human and natural, real and fictional, 
mechanical and organic” (Swyngedouw 1996, p. 65). The entities in this network 
struggle to affect and hold their shape at the intersections of these heterogeneous 
flows. “Becoming urban” (Gabrys 2012, p.2922) is not the result of one-way exertion 
of human power, but a relational, interactional process that is inherently political, and 
“full of contradictions, tensions, and conflicts” (Kaika 2005, p.24). Things can resist, 
giving urban realities manifold potentials. With different configurations, different cities 
become possible. However, this potential is still bound by the array of entities that 
comprise it, its historical situation, and its geography which “links bodies and places in 
multiple spatial, or topological, formations” (Lorimer 2015, p.10). Cities are multiple and 
precarious, but also temporally and geographically situated. 
As scholars reflect on how cities enacted in the flows and trajectories of more than just 
the human, some pay particular attention to the flows of life that run through cities, 
contributing to the urban fabric. Some focus on forms of urban life emergent in 
deliberate human practices such as cultivation, domestication, and other aesthetic 
practices (e.g. Instone & Sweeney 2014, Atkins 2012, Gaynor 2007, Holmberg 2013, 
Head & Muir 2006 and Anderson 1995), while others focus on urban life that occurs 
more spontaneously and unexpectedly (e.g. Wolch 2002, 2007, Hinchcliffe et al 2005, 
Gabrys 2012, Francis et al 2012, Lorimer 2015 and van Dooren & Rose 2012). The 
inhabitation of cities by wildlife is hardly a new observation, and has been noted by 
scientists ever since the first urban ecologists inventoried the plants that grew amongst 
the stone walls of European cities (Richter & Weiland 2012, p.3). The city becomes 
the site for novel forms of animal and plant life (Hinchliffe & Whatmore 2006). But while 
cities do indeed provide many ecological opportunities for animals and plants able to 
seize them - a more-than-human view of cities goes further, exploring how they are 
not simply sites for wildlife but are composed, or co-fabricated by it.   
Hinchliffe and Whatmore’s (2006) ‘living cities’ is a concept designed to complicate 
the “familiar architecture of urban analysis” (Hinchliffe & Whatmore 2006, p. 125) that 
presumes “spatial divisions between civic and wild, town and country, human and 
nonhuman” (p.124). Rather than understanding cities as somehow the antithesis to 
wilderness, the living cities concept requires taking urban ecologies seriously as more 
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than just a contradiction in terms. A central tenet of their position is Ingold’s (2000) 
rejection of the ‘building’ perspective. This perspective considers human inhabitations 
as fundamentally different from the dwellings of other animals, by merit of the fact that 
they “are made before they are lived in” (p.179), and conceived, designed and 
imagined in the human mind prior to their material expression. However, taking a 
phenomenological and pragmatic ‘dwelling’ perspective, Ingold argues that there is no 
fundamental difference between human dwellings and animal ones. Human worlds, 
just like others, are first and foremost dwelt prior to any conscious design or 
construction and are manifest “within the current of their involved activity, in the 
specific relational contexts of their practical engagement with their surroundings” 
(p.186).  
The levelling out that occurs between the inhabitations of animals and humans within 
the dwelling perspective has important implications for Hinchliffe and Whatmore’s 
‘living cities’ concept. Just as Jim’s Dog provokes attention to the life-histories of the 
ferns and bacteria that colonise it, the photographer’s “capacity for perception and 
sensual pleasure” (Haraway 2008, p.6), the 19th century loggers who felled the stump, 
and the 21st century policy makers who preserve it, ‘living cities’ provokes attention to 
cities as taking fleeting “final form” (Ingold 2000, p.188) in the “flow of intentional 
activity” (ibid) of multiple beings. As various life trajectories and evolutionary histories 
(human, animal, plant and other) run through cities and become “entangled with and 
against the grain of expert designs and blueprints” (Hinchliffe & Whatmore 2006, 
p.134, also 2003, p.44), the city emerges as a site with many possibilities.  They are 
fluid, multiple, and living places. With this reckoning, it becomes possible to explore 
the different cities that emerge as different ecological flows of life – material, social, 
cultural and political and so on – become “entangled in all manner of ways and with 
all manner of things” (Hinchliffe & Whatmore 2006, p. 129). It is also possible to explore 
how, through these relational entanglements, all entities are changed. Urban things 
and ecologies become ecologies-in-relation, struggling to both hold shape and give to 
the relationship. Becoming urban is not, thus, about biotic life “precariously clinging to 
the towers and edifices of modernity” (ibid, p.127) but life as a broader collective of 
entities in “mutually constituting, intra-active touch” (Haraway 2008, p.6): 
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While ‘nature’ may appear to be ‘returning’ to the city…. this return is not 
simply a matter of mosses and foxes and wrens now proliferating in the 
spaces within buildings. Nonhumans do not simply return to the city, but 
rather become urban as part of urban political ecologies in which they are 
situated and to which they contribute (Gabrys 2012, p.2925 original 
emphases). 
Complicating dominant ideas about urban reality is the first act of ontological 
generosity required to bring Brisbane’s everyday wildlife into the collective as 
companion species. Rather than understanding Brisbane as solely the creation of 
intentional human practices exercised upon a passive nature, it is instead seen as 
enacted in an assemblage of many things and flows coming together in specific and 
precarious ways. This is not to say that the intentions and practices of humans do not 
have a huge influence on this process. Humans are system-defining, keystone 
elements in processes of becoming urban. Urbanisation has created huge changes to 
the Brisbane region, ever since Europeans staked a claim over the site for a penal 
colony, and then developed it into a commercial and administrative centre for the 
colonial expansion of Queensland. However, becoming urban is not a process that 
humans have achieved alone. Brisbane is emergent in a complex more-than-human 
choreography that is inherently political. This can involve competition, negotiation, 
compromise, conflict and struggle as entities seek to both hold their shape in 
relationships and to pull the fabric of the city in particular directions. This first act of 
generosity makes room, then, for understanding Brisbane’s everyday wildlife as 
something more than just an ecological anomaly. By being able to live in the city and 
hold their shape in the political choreography through which Brisbane emerges, these 
animals become active participants in the co-fabrication of the city. They help make 
Brisbane what it is. With this understanding, the logical next question is how everyday 
wildlife holds its shape in relations and pulls the fabric of the city in particular directions. 
To explore this more specifically, another act of ontological generosity is required. This 
involves recognising the specific and creative ways that animals and humans 
encounter each other and train together in historically situated relationships.  
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2.2 Anthropo-zoo-genesis 
In The Body We Care For (2004) Belgian psychologist and philosopher Vinciane 
Despret critically explores a classic ethological case study involving German 
psychologist Oskar Pfungst and Clever Hans, a horse brought to the psychologist in 
1904. The seemingly ordinary horse appeared to possess an extraordinary talent: the 
ability to solve mathematical and spelling problems by tapping out the solution with his 
foot. At the time, fascination in animal intelligence was high, and Clever Hans had 
become somewhat of a local sensation. While he was certain that Hans’ talent was 
not a deliberate trick, the psychologist was still not convinced of the horse’s ability to 
perform arithmetic. Performing a series of tests on Hans, he found that Han’s talent 
stemmed not from an ability to count, but an ability to observe and respond to bodily 
signals performed by the questioners. These signals were so minute – a slight bend 
of the head and trunk upon asking the question, and a miniscule release of tension at 
a correct response - that not even the questioners themselves were aware of them. 
Clever Hans, Pfungst concluded, could not perform arithmetic, but was instead given 
the answers by questioners’ bodies that were “talking and moving against their will, 
outside the frame of consciousness” (p.113).  
Today, the story of Clever Hans is drawn upon in psychology as a cautionary tale 
whenever the issue of animal intelligence is raised. The horse serves as a warning 
against the erroneous conclusions that can result from unconscious human influence, 
no matter how well-intentioned the questioner might be. Despite appearances, Hans 
was not responding to the questions that the humans thought they were asking.  As a 
result, Hans’ could not really count, and he was therefore not really clever. The moral 
of this story, Despret (2004) argues, has roots in the “great dividing-up that results 
from the ‘will to make science’” (p.125), a modernist divide whereby science is 
understood as the process of uncovering the objective truths of a reality, or nature, 
separate from the human observer.  Influence in this ontology is a “menace” (p.117), 
something that needs to be eradicated. Truth is only accessed when we are sure that 
the right questions are being answered.  
Despite this, Despret notes, Pfungst still recognised that, although the horse could not 
count, what it could do was extraordinary. It could visually detect minute human 
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muscular movements (when most horses can only do so kinesthetically) and translate 
what he saw into his own movements. Recognising the value of Hans in relation to his 
own scientific interests, Pfungst constructed a series of experiments to study the 
connections between “consciousness, affects, and bodies” (p.114). Unknowing human 
subjects would question the horse,and by answering, the talented horse would make 
the unconscious tiny bodily movements of the questioner’s bodies observable to the 
psychologist. Clever Hans effectively became an experimental device that allowed 
Pfungst to develop knowledge about human bodies and their unconscious affective 
potential.  
Extrapolating from Pfungst’s account, Despret goes further, suggesting that the 
horse’s role may have been “much more interesting” (p.115) than simply being a 
passive tool in the creation of knowledge. She draws on later ethological research on 
‘isopraxis’, a phenomenon observed between horses and skilled riders. In this 
phenomenon, the rider will unintentionally make the same movement that he or she 
wishes the horse to make – a jerk, for example, in the bottom of the back when the 
rider wishes the horse to break into a canter. Upon feeling this movement, the horse 
simultaneously reproduces it with its own body. The effect of this bodily exchange is a 
performance that becomes so effortlessly synchronous that it is as if the rider has 
communicated his or her intentions to the horse through thought alone. But it is actually 
a skilled practice, learnt and embodied by the rider through ongoing interaction with 
the horse. To become a skilled rider, then, one has learnt how to move from the horse, 
and the most effective way to move is in a horse-like fashion. Through isopraxis 
“human bodies have been transformed by and into a horse’s body” (p.115).  
Isopraxis indicates that bodily exchanges between horse and human are not one-
directional: the rider influences the horse, but the horse has already shown the rider 
how to move in order to influence. Relating this back to Clever Hans, Despret 
highlights two aspects of Pfungst’s account that suggest the possibility of something 
similar occurring, that Hans could not only read human minds through their bodies, but 
could also influence his questioners to produce the gestures he needed to find the 
answer to the questioner’s questions. The first is a difference noted by the psychologist 
in the questioners’ unconscious bodily movements when the answer to a question is 
‘null’ or ‘zero’. In the presence of Pfungst only, the humans move with a slight ellipse 
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of the head. In Hans’ presence, they slightly shake of the head, the same gesture the 
horse uses to answer. As there is little else that can explain this difference, Despret 
argues, can’t we conclude that it is the horse that has somehow affected this change? 
The second is Pfungst’s observation that the performance of some questioners 
improves over time, with practice. Is there any reason to suggest, according to 
Despret, that this practice only took place on the questioner’s side? Couldn’t Hans 
have shown the questioners the best ways to speak to him? Whereas for Pfungst 
Clever Hans was a passive indicator in scientific practices designed to generate 
knowledge about the influence of human bodies outside the frame of consciousness, 
for Despret the horse problematised who constitutes the influencer and the influenced:  
Both, human and horse, are cause and effect of each other’s movements. 
Both induce and are induced, affect and are affected. Both embody each 
other’s mind (Despret 2004, p.115). 
By asking different questions of Clever Hans, Despret is performing a critical 
cosmopolitical maneuver also applicable in this research. Rather than assuming that 
the exchange of knowledge that occurred in the experiments with Clever Hans was a 
one-way street, Despret is muddying-up the shorthands that allow certain conclusions 
about human-animal relationships to be all too easily jumped to. Instead, she retells 
the story to give “the chance for many more entities to be active” (2004, p.125). The 
knowledge developed from the Clever Hans experiments was not solely the creation 
of a disengaged scientist, but the result of embodied skills woven between Pfungst, 
his human subjects and the horse itself. Far from being a process of disengagement, 
the creation of this knowledge was contingent on each participants’ ability to attune, 
to be affected, and to have affect. It was a process that was also highly emotional. 
Trust, belief, and authority underpin the circulation of knowledge between humans and 
horse as each became “available” (p.123) to each other in the contact zone in which 
they met. Through this process, the divisions that signified world and subject were 
redistributed. Each gained new skills, and new ways of being, from the other:  
On the one hand, the clever horse gave to his human questioners the 
chance of ‘becoming with a horse’, performing a body that a horse can read, 
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acquiring a horse-sensitivity. On the other, humans domesticating horses 
offer them a new identity: being a horse-with-human (Despret 2004, p.122). 
The stories that Despret tells are about mutual bodily invention, of identities forged 
through a process of “becoming-with” (p.122) each other. They are stories of what 
Despret refers to as “anthropo-zoo-genetic practice” (ibid): skilled, embodied, 
emotional, ontologically co-constitutive practices through which both human and 
animal are enacted.  
For Donna Haraway (2008), anthropo-zoo-genesis, or becoming-with animals, is a 
fundamental concept for alternative ways of understanding the long, shared histories 
between humans and domesticated non-human animals. While highly conscious of 
the need to address current and past cruelties inflicted upon animals by humans, 
Haraway, like Despret, is critical of accounts of domestication that see it only as a 
process of instrumental subjugation of animals by humans. These accounts, she 
argues, reinforce the human-nature divide by representing domestication as “a kind of 
original sin” (p.206) in which humans are the only actors and animals are reduced to 
the status of commodities, tools, slaves or fetishized fashion accessories. Instead 
Haraway emphasizes the mutuality of domestication in a way that “blurs means and 
ends” (Hinchliffe 2007 p.152). Drawing on her own experiences agility-training with her 
dogs Cayenne Pepper and Roland, Haraway reflects on how such an activity can only 
be possible after a huge amount of ongoing face-to-face relating. To perform this 
training, dog and human are conjoined in a dance of “ontological choreography” 
(Haraway 2008, p.88) working together to find ways to address and influence each 
other, becoming “more interesting to each other, more open to surprises, more ‘polite’, 
and more inventive” (p.207). This is not necessarily a nice, convivial, or particularly 
equal, process, but is “fraught with power, knowledge and technique” (p.205). Both 
human and dog submit to the rules, but it is humans who have designed the agility 
course and who evaluate the performance.  However, despite this disparity, the game 
remains contingent on the active participation of the dog. What the dog actually does 
matters:  
…there is a hitch: The human must respond to the authority of the dog’s 
actual performance. The dog has already responded to the human’s 
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incoherence. The real dog – not the fantasy projection of self – is mundanely 
present; the invitation to response has been tendered (Haraway 2008, 
p.221). 
Haraway’s account of agility training is just one example of many dances of becoming-
with that comprise the history of humans and dogs. “The world is a knot in motion” 
Haraway writes (2003, p.6), a metaplasm in which all participants are subjects-in-
relation, simultaneously forming and being formed with the Others with whom they are 
connected (Hinchliffe 2007). Metaplasmic histories meet when Haraway and Cayenne 
Pepper encounter one another in the contact zone of agility training, a single moment 
in an entanglement of human-dog relating of almost “unimaginable complexity” 
(Hinchliffe 2007, p.153).   
The idea of anthropo-zoo-genesis opens up huge potential for empirical explorations 
of the mutually enactive power of the human-animal relationship, and many others 
have applied both Haraway’s and Despret’s ideas to trace histories between human 
and other animals. Lien and Law (2011, and also Law & Lien 2012), for example, 
explore how Atlantic salmon aquaculture in Norway is not simply a performance of 
human mastery and control, but a complex, fluid choreography involving humans, 
salmon and other nonhuman actors. Salmon are agents in this choreography. They 
can enable the performance by, for example, adapting into new strains, or transgress 
it, such as when they escape and become ‘feral’. The authors conclude that it makes 
sense to say that the industrial domestication of the Atlantic salmon only involves 
control in very particular contexts and respects. Likewise, Franklin’s (2011) historical 
analysis of the acclimatisation of the brown trout in Tasmania for sporting purposes, 
explores it as ‘a dance of agency’ (p.39) whereby the trout (or at least a viable number 
of them) explored entirely new options for living, set off on a new biological path, and 
provoked anglers to develop new, specifically Tasmanian, recreational fishing 
practices. Candea (2010) discusses how the transformation of Kalahari meerkats into 
scientific objects and participants in an international reality television show is 
contingent on a carefully polite choreography involving meerkats, filmmakers and 
scientists, while Warkentin (2011) explores a similar interplay in swim-with-dolphin 
programs.  
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Importantly, by recognising the “complexities of instrumental relations and the 
structures of power” (Haraway 2008, p.207) involved in domestication, Despret and 
Haraway create new opportunities for forging workable ethics of these relationships. 
This adds to a body of important contemporary work in animal ethics and biopolitics 
(e.g. Palmer 2010, Shukin 2009, Wolfe 2010, Wadiwel 2015) that seeks not to enact 
generalised models for human-animal relationships or extend the status of the human 
to certain animals, but to take a relational approach that recognises the plurality and 
specificity of human-animal relationships as a key step in finding ways to ‘train well’ 
together. As Michelfelder (2003) argues, living better with everyday wildlife may not 
necessarily be a question of the bestowal of rights upon the animals involved, but one 
of “integration, of how to inhabit an area jointly with others of different species with a 
minimum of conflict” (p.83). Haraway resists absolutism in her reckoning of what 
constitutes a desirable human-animal relationship, but she is sceptical of those 
relationships that resemble master-slave relationships, parent-child relationships, or 
relationships of dependence. Mutual respect, holding in regard, and honour are vital 
to her ethics. For Despret (2016) honourable and just knowledge relationships with 
animals require us to be generous about the questions we are asking them. These 
questions must “enable more articulated answers, and therefore more articulated 
identities” (2004, p.125), recognise the ways animals can surprise, and be interested 
in the manifold ways that animals, humans and other things all become-with each 
other. In her reckoning, ethology must be a creative affair, fostering availability 
between its apparatus and the animals it seeks to understand, not submission or 
docility. Ethology that requires docility on the part of the animal in order to fit it into its 
“perceived prerequisites” only reduces the options available to the animal and makes 
resistance impossible. This science, she argues, will only ever impoverish 
understandings of the world and all its animals.  Instead, humans must attend to 
anthropo-zoo-genetic choreography in order to find, and perform, moves that produce 
better ways of living for all. It is through this process that a new ethics and politics 
between humans and animals can be realised:  
….the human must finally learn to ask a fundamental ontological question, 
one that puts human and dog together in what philosophers in the 
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Heideggerian tradition call “the open”: Who are you, and so who are we? 
Here we are, and so what are we to become? (Haraway 2008, p.221) 
Understanding humans and animals as “becoming-with” each other is the second 
move in the process of drawing Brisbane’s everyday wildlife into the collective as 
companion species. With the ontological generosity of this approach, stories of 
domestication become more than just stories about the instrumental oppression of 
animals. They become stories about long, entwined histories of anthropo-zoo-genesis, 
of humans and animals becoming-with each other in a skilful, emotional and embodied 
political interplay. With this move, I intend to muddy understandings of synurbic 
human-animal relationships as one-way streets, and to instead adopt an open, 
empirical approach that recognises the ways that Brisbane’s everyday wildlife is 
politically interesting in the ways they attune to and affect others. However, another 
final move is required, one which complicates dominant definitions of wildness that 
posits it, along with ‘nature’, at the opposite end of the spectrum from civilisation, 
domestication and urbanisation. Instead, in the following section, I will explore work 
that builds on the idea that ‘wild’ might not signify a separation between animals and 
humans, but involve particular performances and forms of correspondence between 
them.  
2.3 Experimental relations 
In Geographies of Nature, Stephen Hinchliffe (2007) describes how modern nature 
conservation is informed by an implicit rationale. Nature is considered an ‘independent 
state’ (p.7), a pre-constituted, non-negotiable, objective entity that exists separately 
from - but under threat of invasion by - the social world. The business of nature 
conservation involves identifying instances where nature is present (individual animals 
living on a patch of land, for example) and demonstrating their importance as 
indicators of broader natural values (an endangered species, a wildlife habitat, a fragile 
ecosystem). Once nature is shown to exist, the final act of nature conservation, in 
theory, is taking action to ensure its protection against the pressures of the social 
world. Under this rationale, the political act of conservation ‘comes after’ (p.125) 
nature, and aims to retain something of its original state prior to contact with the 
human, social world. Moving from nature conservation in theory to nature conservation 
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in practice, however, things become considerably more difficult.  As well as the 
significant theoretical challenges that ideas of a fixed nature divorced from culture 
present, the natural things or objects that are the currency of nature conservation are 
far from being easily known and represented. With empirical examples, Hinchliffe 
(2007, 2008, and also Hinchliffe et al 2005, Hinchliffe & Whatmore 2006) highlights 
how, rather than ‘coming after’ nature and revealing its presence, nature conservation 
actually involves the practice of making things present, and then of making those 
things speak as representatives of broader nature.  
Making presence for the purposes of conservation is far from straight-forward. Many 
wild animals are elusive at the best of times, and the chance of encountering them 
becomes increasingly unlikely when they are rare or endangered. Using the 
conservation of critically endangered water voles in Birmingham as an example, 
Hinchliffe demonstrates how, in order to preserve and protect pockets of vole habitat, 
vole presence must be established by conservationists without the possibility of direct 
interaction between the two. In a similar manner to Haraway and Despret, Hinchliffe 
explores the process of detecting the presence of voles in a Birmingham landscape 
as a form of correspondence between human and vole.  Voles leave several traces on 
the landscape as they go about their lives, “multiple signatures” (2008, p.94) that 
include footprints, territorial markings, faeces, grazing areas and vole-trodden paths. 
To participate in vole conservation, scientists and volunteers must learn new skills that 
enable them to detect and identify these traces in difficult conditions and when 
confounded by competitor species such as the brown rat. These skills are facilitated 
by field guides – textual inscriptions of vole footprints and other traces – which are not 
the equivalent of the reality encountered in the field, but are “sensitizing devices” 
(Hinchliffe et al 2005, p.648) that help make “water vole writing” (p.647) more 
comprehensive for those learning to see it:  
Learning water vole writing involves rapid movements between texts, 
descriptions, field signs, conversations, comparisons, finding similarities, 
explaining differences, and so on. To be a good reader requires a form of 
expertise that can combine multiple indications of a presence, a looser kind 
of sense, a knowing around water voles, a diagnostics, a diagramming 
(Hinchliffe et al 2005, p.648). 
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While the process of “knowing around” water voles involves no direct bodily encounter, 
as is the case in Despret’s account of Clever Hans, bodies are still affective and 
affected in this correspondence. The vole’s body writes on the landscape as it goes 
about its life, and the conservationists’ bodies read the voles’ traces. New, urban vole 
forms emerge through these practices, and Hinchliffe describes how the 
conservationists are also changed through this process, as eyes become trained to 
look at the landscape differently and noses become attuned to the difference between 
faeces of herbivorous vole and omnivorous rat: 
… we had started to learn to be affected. We were bodies in process, 
gaining ways of looking, a new set of eyes (or newly conditioned retina), 
slightly more wary nose, a different sensibility (Hinchliffe et al 2005, p.648, 
also 2007, p.132). 
By highlighting the large amount of bodily and textual work involved in making voles 
present, Hinchliffe illustrates how vole presence was not a pre-existing fact uncovered 
by scientists, but something which emerges through relational conservation practices 
or “experimental endeavours” (2008, p.126) between scientist, texts, mammals, and 
landscapes. The facts created were far more precarious than the facts at play in ideas 
a separate, passive nature, but - like Clever Hans and Haraway’s dog Cayenne 
Pepper - wild water voles are given the chance to matter in this account of 
conservation. They were not “the fantasy projection of self” (Haraway 2008, p.221), 
but things undeniably, mundanely real, with which the conservationists had to engage 
and work with in order to fulfil their objectives. Engaging with this realness required 
finding creative ways for human and vole to address one another, work which was 
emotionally satisfying as conservationists found opportunities to form new identities 
and types of expertise with voles, and become skilled readers of the animals and the 
landscape.  In short, Hinchliffe shows that conserving voles in Birmingham was not a 
straight-forward act of revealing, but the outcome of inventive, practical engagement. 
He re-tells the story of conservation in a way that “treats people and water voles (in 
this case) as fellow subjects rather than pre-formed objects” (2007, p.134).  
Hinchliffe’s example of vole conservation in Birmingham opens up the possibility that 
wild animals can be, like Clever Hans in Pfungst’s experiments, engaged with as 
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“colleagues in the process of producing knowledge that makes new knowledge 
possible” (Hinchliffe 2007, p.134). With this opening up comes a crucial blurring of 
conventional understandings of the word ‘wild’. Often taken to indicate a “pristine 
exterior” (Whatmore 2002, p.9), or something outside of, and subsequently ruined by, 
human society, Hinchliffe’s example instead suggests that wildness does not signify 
an absence of connection with humans, but something that emerges in a particular 
configuration of one. In the influential Hybrid Geographies (2002) Sarah Whatmore 
extends this idea, exploring how wildlife is a processual achievement, constituted in 
the spatial, material, and historical “topologies” (p.15) in which it is situated. Wildlife, 
she understands, is “spun between people and animals, plants and soils, documents 
and devices in heterogeneous social networks which are performed in and through 
multiple places and fluid ecologies” (p.14). The animals, plants and others are active 
subjects in this achievement through what she refers to as their “constitutive vitality” 
(p.14). This is not defined as a unitary biological essence but as a confluence of 
libidinal and contextual forces.  
Drawing on Whatmore’s work, Jamie Lorimer (2007, 2015) explores the affective 
potential of ‘charisma’ in the practices of wildlife conservation.  Typically used to 
describe species with popular appeal in conservation discourse, Lorimer broadens the 
scope of this term to include all the ways that wildlife can exert agency in conservation 
practices by influencing how they are perceived and subsequently evaluated by 
humans. Like Despret’s account of the exchange of trust and authority in scientific 
performances, Lorimer’s charisma is a corporeal exchange that occurs as wildlife and 
humans become available to each other in practice. It is felt in the body as either 
pleasant (e.g. love, confidence) or unpleasant (e.g. fear, revulsion) emotions. These 
effects, however, are not an innate property of an organism, but is relational 
achievement, spun between the organism’s corporeal capabilities and ways of being 
in the world, and its perceiver’s sensory and motor abilities. They can also be spatial, 
culturally and historically variable, and mediated by various texts (such as marketing 
materials or field guides) and technologies.  
Lorimer (2015, 2007) presents a schema of three different types of charismatic affect 
at play in the performance of wildlife conservation. Aesthetic charisma is the type most 
familiar to conservationists, and refers to those visual properties of an organism that 
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are often marketed by wildlife campaigners to elicit a positive appraisal of the animals 
as cute, cuddly, beautiful, fragile, fierce, wild or so on. Ecological charisma refers to 
the anatomical, geographical, and temporal properties of an organism that affects the 
way in which it can be known or perceived by humans, with their specific sensory and 
motor capabilities. It stems from the way both organism and the perceiver is 
ecologically immersed in the world, and the Umwelt (Von Uexkull 1934), or realms of 
meaning, that both weaves around itself. It has significant impact on the ways humans 
and wildlife become available to the other, and the emotions that emerge in these 
encounters. Corporeal charisma refers to the emotions engendered through ongoing 
practical interactions with humans over time, and aligns somewhat to Despret and 
Haraway’s notions of the trust developed in domesticated relationships. It refers to the 
amenability of wildlife to the “affective logic” (p.50) of conservation – such as the ease 
with which it is sensed and understood, and participates in the shared knowledge that 
develops between researcher and wildlife in science and conservation practice. 
Complicating ideas of ‘wildlife’ is the third conceptual move in the process of drawing 
Brisbane’s everyday wildlife into the collective as companion species. Just as the 
encounters that take place in agility-training are moments within a much broader 
anthropo-zoo-genetic history called domestication, meetings such as those described 
by Hinchliffe are moments in a similarly complex history between humans and wildlife. 
Through these encounters, humans and wildlife become available to each other in 
skilful, collegial forms of knowledge production. In this way, Whatmore’s topology of 
wildlife is comparable in richness and complexity to Haraway’s metaplasm of 
domestication. Lorimer’s charisma articulates the contours of these affective 
encounters, showing that while human-wildlife relationships might not necessarily 
involve bodily intimacy, instrumental intentions, or long histories of training and 
breeding, they are still emotional, bodily exchanges. These scholars are pivotal for my 
endeavours to explore how everyday wildlife can act as partners and participants in 
urban forms of anthropo-zoo-genesis, and will help me articulate the significant 
otherness of the abundant wildlife with whom I live. With them, we can move beyond 
the idea that urbanisation always denies, represses or destroys wildlife and recognise 
that “different kinds of human/animal power relations can exist in urban areas” (Palmer 
2003, p.47). A whole myriad of life occurs in cities, and many different modes of 
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multispecies relations (Marchenesi 2016). The task now is to empirically investigate 
some of the specific ways that wildlife and humans train as they become urban 
together in the proliferating cities of the Anthropocene.  
2.4 Research approach 
In this chapter, I have outlined three theoretical acts intended to open up some of the 
modernist assumptions that might limit the way that we think about synurbisation and 
synurbic animals.  These moves have involved significant challenges to the politics 
that underpin conventional understandings of cities, animals and wildlife. Instead, they 
are intended to allow synurbic animals and their capabilities to become more politically 
interesting in the messy, hybrid worlds of the Anthropocene. The first move presented 
an alternative way of thinking about cities that resists understanding them as 
“exclusively human achievements” (Whatmore & Hinchliffe 2003 p.37). Instead, I have 
argued for a redefinition of cities as fluid, living places emergent in the entanglements 
or contact zones of a whole crowd of different things. Urbanisation, in this reckoning, 
is not simply the exercise of human power and intentionality upon a benign landscape, 
but a more complex mobilisation whereby an assemblage of things become urban 
together – affecting and being affected in the urban fabric. This alternative ontology of 
cities creates a huge number of possibilities for thinking about everyday synurbic 
wildlife. When cities are simply material manifestations of humanity upon an inert 
landscape, synurbic wildlife can only be - like Leonardo’s Dog – an urban anomaly, 
eking out an existence in the “free” (Luniak 2004, p.51) ecological niches of urban life. 
In cities that are living, emergent places, synurbic wildlife becomes something far more 
active. It becomes an urban participant, something that not only holds it shape in the 
political enactment of the city, but has the potential to have affect in its co-fabrication, 
to pull urban realities in particular directions, and to add to the city’s multiple potentials.  
The second conceptual move consisted of a challenge to dominant ideas about the 
human-animal relationship as a one-way exertion of rational human power over an 
instinctive animal object. An alternative was presented in which the human-animal 
relationship is seen as involving a mutually enactive and skilful political interplay. This 
interplay is referred to by Haraway (2008) as co-training and by Despret (2004) as 
anthropo-zoo-genesis. By acknowledging that animals can have influence in their 
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relationships with humans, as well as vice versa, attention can be paid to the specific 
ways this happens and the effects it has, and we can grapple more constructively with 
the ethical complexity and difference in human-animal relationships. With the final 
conceptual move, I explored how wildlife too is a relational achievement with its own 
experimental anthropo-zoo-genetic history. Bringing these two concepts together, I 
propose that synurbisation also involves forms of human-wildlife co-training. This co-
training can involve forms of correspondence whereby humans and everyday wildlife 
attune to and respond to each other as they find ways to live together in cities. With 
this final move, the conceptual groundwork for drawing Brisbane’s everyday wildlife 
into the collective as companion species is complete.  
The following four chapters explore everyday synurbic wildlife, their relationships with 
humans and their involvement in the performance of the city. The first three focus, in 
turn, on three common native wild animal species readily encountered in Brisbane:  
the Eastern water dragon, the three species of flying fox that reside in the city, and the 
Australian white ibis. The fourth explores the human response and management 
methods used when everyday urban wildlife becomes problematic in the city. Building 
on the three conceptual moves made here, these chapters will explore and expand on 
the proposition that everyday wild animals in Brisbane do not passively occupy the 
ecological niches created by human practices. Instead, they become urban and exert 
influence within a complex political choreography involving a heterogeneous crowd of 
Others which together enact the city. This performance involves novel forms of urban 
anthropo-zoo-genesis, or human-wildlife co-training, in which the aim of the game is 
finding ways to somehow co-exist in urban space. This may be a relatively new 
development in the history of human-animal relating, but it still involves intertwining 
ecological, historical and spatial trajectories that extend far beyond the contact zone.  
Like Haraway’s accounts of agility-training and the game stories of her sportswriter 
father, this thesis is categorically empirical. I have employed a range of data collection 
methods to piece together companion species accounts of everyday wildlife in 
Brisbane, and I have endeavoured to attend openly to the facts regarding the various 
ways everyday wildlife acts in urban worlds. As I have collected this data, my goal has 
not been to extract or uncover truth in ways that limit the number voices that matter. 
Instead, I have sought to engage in a process of what Latour (2016) calls “additive 
43 
 
 
empiricism” (p.ix), which aims to multiply the voices that are heard, adding richness 
and complexity to accounts. This process in not one in which I “extract a few solid facts 
and dismiss the rest as irrelevant” (ibid) but one in which I explore, by asking generous 
questions, what these animals achieve in their uninhibited inhabitation of Brisbane. 
These include the affects everyday wildlife has on the performance of the city - the 
challenges they pose, the knowledges they enact, the emotions they evoke, and the 
new identities that are constituted in relation with them.  As well as being highly 
influenced by Haraway, Despret, Latour and the more-than-human geographers, my 
research approach draws on other methodological advances in the field of 
multispecies studies. Dominique Lestel’s (2011) bi-constructivist ethology has been 
influential. His emphasis on biosemiotic interpretation over Cartesian explanations 
seeks to understand animals, not as automatons locked into behavioural routines, but 
as entities with a surprising array of capabilities and the potential to practice invention, 
innovation and creativity. It has also been highly influenced by multispecies scholars 
such as van Dooren (2014), Kirksey (2016, and also Kirksey & Helmreich 2010), 
Chrulew (2011), Candea (2010, 2013) and Anna Tsing (2010). These scholars 
emphasise the importance of telling “lively stories” (van Dooren 2014, p viii) to trace 
shared histories and promiscuous, entwined and inter-dependent lives.  
In terms of method, I gathered the facts in several ways. First, to gain a broad 
understanding of how the case study animals inhabited the city and practiced their 
ecologies there, I carried out observations of the case study animals in everyday urban 
situations, paying attention to the ways that they used urban space and materiality, 
how they moved, what they ate, how they made themselves available to humans, and 
how humans responded to them. There was no formal beginning and end to this 
process. I did this at home, at work, in the public spaces of Brisbane, and as I travelled 
around the city. I did not carry binoculars or use other forms of technology that would 
take my encounters with these animals out of the mundane and unremarkable. I did, 
however, take prolific notes where possible, and I also used a hand-held Samsung 
Galaxy smart phone to take snapshots of animals in particular situations. As I 
observed these animals I drew on my history and training, not just as a social scientist 
observing and talking to people, but as a biologist with experience in ecological 
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fieldwork and systematic analysis1. As I learnt more about the case study animals, my 
observations became more targeted. I began visiting places where everyday wildlife 
were particularly visible, such as ibis and flying fox roosts, nurseries and parks where 
Eastern water dragons are abundant, and places where these animals foraged. My 
observations were also supplemented with the accounts of family, friends, colleagues 
and acquaintances, who were often keen to share their knowledge and experience of 
the case study animals.  
Second, to develop further insight into how these animals become urban, I consulted 
scientific papers and theses, interviewed urban ecologists, and volunteered to assist 
on three urban ecological research projects involving the case study animals in the 
Brisbane area. These included assisting a behavioural ecologist as she caught, 
tagged, and took DNA samples from Eastern water dragons in an inner-city parkland, 
accompanying an urban ecologist as she surveyed flying foxes foraging the city’s trees 
at night, and counting ibis coming into roost at several urban wetlands around 
Brisbane as part of Australian white ibis monitoring projects that are regularly 
conducted in the city. My goal, as I spoke to, worked with and observed ecologists 
doing their work, was to tease out and problematise the ways that they encountered 
and worked with these animals to create scientific knowledge, and how the qualities 
of the animal and its inhabitation of the city shaped and influenced this politically-laden 
relationship. As well as scientific knowledge, I also sought to explore the ways that 
more vernacular knowledge was formed in relationships with these animals. To do this 
I drew on the ‘marginal epistemologies’ (Lestel 2011, p.83) of people with 
considerable, non-scientific skill and experience interacting with the case study 
animals. This included conducting interviews with wildlife rescuers, volunteering to 
chop fruit at a flying fox rehabilitation and release facility, attending workshops on 
rescuing and caring for flying foxes, and observing and interviewing reptile handlers, 
bee keepers, and possum and brush turkey trappers and relocators. Using contacts 
                                            
1 I have qualifications and applied experience in the social, biological and environmental sciences, with 
specialities in biology (primarily zoology) and sociology, and have a deep love and fascination for 
vertebrate and invertebrate taxonomy, systematics, and ecology. These skills have helped me trace the 
connections between the animal’s life in the city, its mode of becoming urban, its phenotypic capacities 
and constraints and its ecological and evolutionary history.  
45 
 
 
provided to me by the ecologist researching Eastern water dragons, I also interviewed 
and observed ten Brisbane residents who share their backyards with Eastern water 
dragons, as well as others who accommodated different types of wildlife such as 
possums and brush turkeys.  
Finally, in order to understand how the urban constituency of these animals is defined 
and mediated, and how they become subject to urban governance, I interviewed a 
range of people involved in the day-to-day management and control of everyday 
wildlife. This included licenced wildlife managers from private management 
companies, rangers and wildlife policy officers from the Queensland government, 
wildlife policy officers from the Brisbane City Council, and a barrister who specialises 
in environmental prosecutions. I also consulted parliamentary documents, State, 
Federal and Council policy papers, theses and conference proceedings on urban 
wildlife management. I reviewed council applications and public submissions 
regarding the management of flying fox roosts.  With all these facts I have 
endeavoured, like Haraway’s sports-writing father, to weave interesting, grounded, 
stories aimed at elucidating the politics of living together in the city as “bigger, 
expansive, generous” (Haraway 2008, p. 162). In the following chapter, I explore the 
convivial territorialisation of the city that is achieved as Eastern water dragons – a 
common medium sized Agamid lizard - inhabit Brisbane, attuning to the presence of 
humans and engaging them in competitive displays of reptilian dominance and 
bravado.   
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3 Circulating knowledge with Eastern water 
dragons  
With a rigid posture, robust body, vibrant scales, and a crest of spines running along 
the length of its body, the male Eastern water dragon broadcasts its presence around 
the fountains, boardwalks, garden beds and swimming pools of Brisbane. This 
common, medium-sized urban lizard is equally uninhibited in its behaviour, 
unabashedly going about its business in parks and on university campuses around the 
city, surrounded by crowds of tourists, workers, and students. The lizards can easily 
be encountered in the city as they bask alongside the Brisbane River and its creeks, 
as they slide unceremoniously from trees into public courtyards, and as they lie around 
(and sometimes at the bottom of) backyard swimming-pools. Despite its assertiveness 
and primordial, dragon-like appearance, the relations between lizard and human play 
out across Brisbane with an unremarkable and routine conviviality. Apart from giving 
an occasional fright to those unused to them, the lizards pose little hazard to humans, 
create little disturbance, and are rarely the subject of serious complaint by Brisbane 
residents.   
 
Figure 2 Male Eastern water dragon (Hosking 2010) 
Such unabashed urban presence in wild animals is often attributed to a process called 
habituation, in which animals learn to tolerate humans through continued exposure to 
them. Habituation is a common theme in ecological literature about synurbisation 
where this tolerance is seen as key to overcoming the inherent stress involved in 
succeeding in urban places (Parker & Nilon 2008). In this chapter, I tell my first 
synurbic game story, interrogating this idea more deeply to question its attendant 
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assumption that, to become urban, synurbic animals must sacrifice an original ‘wild’ 
state. Drawing on my observations and experiences in Brisbane I argue that this is not 
a story of loss. Far from acquiescing to more human ways of being, urban Eastern 
water dragons never really tolerate or ignore humans, but recognise and address them 
as competitors in urban space. For water dragons, becoming urban is not a process 
of instinctual neutralization, but one of becoming available to humans through 
expressions of dominance that provoke feelings of discomfort in humans and the 
desire to maintain distance from the lizards.  With tenets of fear, the conviviality 
achieved between human and water dragon in the city comes about through dynamic 
articulations in which the possibilities for both human and lizard are expanded rather 
than reduced. New knowledge circulates, new skills are learnt and new ways of living 
in the city are forged. Humans and water dragons become-with each other in a process 
of urban anthropo-zoo-genesis (Despret 2004).  
The second part of this chapter explores the implications of this revised story of 
habituation for the practice of urban ecology. This section focusses on the Roma 
Street Parklands, an old railway yard transformed into a spectacle garden in 
Brisbane’s central business district. As populations of Eastern water dragons thrive 
around the artificial water bodies and lovingly cultivated vegetation in the park, their 
displays of dominance are promoted as one of many aesthetic experiences on offer to 
the public. For a behavioural ecologist and professed lover of scientific questions, the 
microcosm of abundant and confident Eastern water dragons provides a valuable 
opportunity for experimenting with ways of demonstrating the connection between 
social structure and genetics in a ‘wild’, but regulated, setting. To take advantage of 
this opportunity, however, the ecologist must transform the water dragon into scientific 
knowledge, creating chains of references along which she can trace the connections 
between water dragon genealogy, phenotype and social life. At the same time, she 
must manage other circulations of knowledge, practicing uniquely urban forms of what 
Candea (2010) calls ‘inter-patience’ (p.249). Becoming an urban ecologist means she 
can never fully separate the circulations of knowledge that she produces from those 
spun as her subjects become urban. Her work depends on the water dragons’ 
confidence – and their vulnerability - as dominant urban animals.   
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3.1 Articulated territory  
The Eastern water dragon (Intellagama lesuerii) is an Australian lizard that belongs to 
the dragon family of reptiles, or the Agamidae. They are robust, fleshy lizards, with the 
largest males weighing up to 1 kilogram, and growing to approximately 50 centimetres 
in length, and the females significantly smaller (Wilson 2005). The males are 
impressive to look at, with upright postures, well-developed limbs, long tapering tails 
and rough, colourful scales mottled green, black and yellow. As its common name 
suggests, water plays a large role in the life of the Eastern water dragon. They do not 
actually live in water, but they are not found far from slow-flowing water bodies such 
as creeks and lakes. They are strong runners and swimmers, darting into water to 
escape predators and laying on the bottom for up to 90 minutes until danger has 
passed (Queensland Museum 2007). At night, they sleep in branches overhanging 
water so that they can quickly drop into it when danger presents itself. They eat a 
varied diet and are mostly reliant on insects, arachnids and other invertebrates, but 
will also take the opportunity to eat flowers and fruits, eggs, baby birds and rodents 
(Wilson 2005).  
Detailed records of the Eastern water dragon’s pre-urban history are sparse. Given 
that the water dragon was accounted for in early zoological records, and that names 
for the water dragon featured in local indigenous dialects, it is likely that the lizards 
were common in the Brisbane region at the time of settlement (Queensland Museum 
2016). It is also likely that the city’s development had an impact on populations of these 
lizards, which are reliant on both riparian vegetation and fresh water. As part of the 
development of the city, much of this vegetation was cleared and the flow of water 
across the landscape was regulated. Many of Brisbane’s wetlands and creeks were 
covered over or diverted into a network of concrete stormwater drains. Despite this, 
today the lizards are flourishing, no doubt due to the reticulation and transportation of 
water into new areas, including the broad scale construction of artificial water bodies 
such as ponds, fountains and backyard swimming pools. The continued abundance of 
Eastern water dragons, then, is testament to their ability to repopulate damaged 
habitats and to explore and colonise new ones.  
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In an interview at the Mount Cootha botanical gardens with Warren2, a passionate 
Brisbane herpetologist with extensive experience photographing and observing 
reptiles, I ask his views on what might have enabled the synurbic success of Brisbane 
water dragon populations. Comparing the Eastern water dragon to other Agamid 
lizards also found in Brisbane – such as the bearded dragon (Pogona barbata), and 
the frilled neck lizard (Chlamydosaurus kingie) – Warren observes that only the water 
dragon comports itself so openly in the city, with the other species being shier and 
more confined to drier, less trafficked areas. Warren attributes this openness to a 
tolerance that the lizard has developed to the presence of humans, telling me: 
Water dragons are common along any natural water way in eastern 
Australia between East Gippsland and somewhere north of Cairns.....along 
all the water courses up there and along every river. Most creeks would 
have water dragons along them.  However, the higher concentrations that 
you see, tend to be in certain modified landscapes particularly parks and 
gardens.  You never see them in the wild in the sorts of numbers here in the 
gardens. And their behaviour changes too in these different environments.  
In a purely wild scenario they are very skittish, very hard to approach. Here, 
they become so tolerant of humans that their critical flight distance - that is 
how close you can get to something before it runs away - is very low.…. But 
not all dragons do that.....Bearded dragons, they’re doing well but no way 
are they reaching these huge numbers of ultra-confiding animals like this.  
There are frill-necks in Brisbane but they’re reduced to isolated relic pockets 
that all are very threatened, and they’re very secretive. Warren, 
Herpetologist, interview 13 May 2013 
The difference that Warren describes as setting urban water dragons apart is a 
cognitive and emotional change described in the ecological literature as habituation. 
According to this literature (e.g. Vincze et al 2016, Lowry et al 2013) animals become 
habituated through repeated exposure to humans, which neutralizes and reduces the 
desire to flee from them. Reduced fear in the presence of humans is a key factor in 
                                            
2 All names of research participants in this thesis are pseudonyms. 
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synurbisation, with Parker & Nilon (2008) going so far as to include it as one of the 
three behavioural traits that make up “urban wildlife syndrome”3 (p.244). Reduced fear 
of humans, it is argued, gives synurbic wildlife an important ecological advantage. By 
experiencing less emotional discomfort in the presence of large numbers of humans, 
animals do not have to flee from them so often, and this allows the animal to take full 
advantage of the rich resources created by human practices. According to Warren, 
and other urban ecologists, Eastern water dragons, like other synurbic animals, have 
a tendency to become “de-sensitised” (Bond 2007, p.79) to the presence of humans, 
and become less disturbed by them over time. This ability distinguishes the water 
dragon as a synurbic animal, and allows it to flourish in the well-watered sub-tropical 
gardens and the clean and reliable artificial water bodies on offer in Brisbane’s parks 
and backyards.  
As I spoke to Warren and read papers on urban habitation, I began to find this 
understanding of habituation a little troubling. It risks understanding habituation as a 
loss of some pre-urban condition – the un-learning, erosion and desensitization a 
“purely wild” fear of humans in order to assimilate into urban life.  This is described as 
some sort of unavoidable trade-off for the animals, a cognitive bridge between the 
worlds of city and nature that animals cross to access the rich ecological resources of 
human worlds. This creates a nebulous political status for habituated urban animals. 
No longer part of a pre-existing nature, they become interlopers “not pure enough to 
be true and not human enough to be political” (Hinchcliffe et al 2005 ibid p. 645). 
Sticking to the business of avoiding simplified stories that elevate the singularity of the 
human in the creation of the city, I wondered whether more fruitful understandings of 
Eastern water dragon synurbisation could be made possible by exploring how 
habituation is a more complex choreography. Rather than treating habituated wildlife 
like an anomaly “precariously clinging to the towers and edifices of modernity” 
(Hinchliffe & Whatmore 2006, p. 127), I wanted to instead find ways to recognise and 
respect habituation as a form of novel urban experimentation taking place between 
wildlife and humans.  
                                            
3 The other two traits of “urban wildlife syndrome” are increased population density and increased 
intraspecific aggression, both of which are also observed in water dragons.   
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A useful first step in this process is asking the “right questions” (Despret 2016) about 
how Eastern water dragons and humans attune to and influence each other in the 
contact zones in which they operate. This requires skill, imagination, and a willingness 
to complicate modernist shorthands by paying careful attention to the ways that water 
dragons negotiate life in the city and affect and respond in relationships with humans. 
Just as Jakob von Uexkull (1934) imagines the life-world of a tick, the bodies and 
behaviour of Eastern water dragons give vital first clues as to what might matter to a 
water dragon as it dwells in urban space and exerts influence over others. Attention to 
the water dragon’s morphology and behaviour indicates that the visual plays an 
important role in their lives and relationships. The lizards are diurnal (active in daylight) 
and their eyes are highly-developed and sophisticated in comparison to their other 
sensory apparatus. A large portion of the water dragon’s day is spent lying or basking 
about the edges of water bodies, but they are not relaxing. Instead they actively “scan 
the skies for raptors and the surrounding terrain for the movements of potential prey, 
mates or rivals” (Wilson 2005, p. 157). 
Visual modes of address are also fundamental to the performance of what are quite 
complex water dragon hierarchies. The lizards live in large groups comprising several 
females, juveniles of various ages, subordinate males and a dominant male.  They are 
sexually dimorphic. Females are smaller and less colourful, while dominant males, in 
contrast, are extravagant, with distinctive gnarled scales and black, green and yellow 
stripes along their profiles. A red flush also appears on their chests and bellies as they 
become socially dominant and sexually mature (this flush is evident in the individual 
pictured in Figure 2 at the beginning of this chapter). Mature males compete fiercely 
for territory with other males. These territories are not demarked through scent or 
sound, but through bodily demonstrations of dominance performed as the water 
dragon patrols its space. When a competitor enters a water dragon’s field of vision, it 
will respond with ritualized displays. They stand still, lift their head up, and look back 
intently at whatever approaches, and if the threat continues they will engage in head-
bobbing, hand-waving, tail-slapping and push-up behaviours. Between two dominant 
males, these visual displays can escalate into actual physical aggression with close, 
nose-to-nose combat in which rivals stare each other down and bite the other’s face 
and tail (Frere at al. 2012, Greer 1999, Wilson 2005). 
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As well as using visual displays to address other dragons, Eastern water dragons also 
use a selective range of displays to respond to other things they encounter in their 
realm of experience. As I learned more about water dragon sociality, I realised that the 
posture in which I always found water dragons - standing still, head up, chest pushed 
up with their front legs - was, in water dragon semiotics, actually a territorial response. 
What I had thought was just an everyday, normal posture for water dragons, was 
actually an active form of address. A similar realisation was described by primatologist 
Barbara Smuts (2001) during her long-term research on baboons in Africa. Despite 
understandings of habituation used in ethology and primatology that envisage it as a 
means to get animals to ‘ignore’ scientists as if they were inanimate objects, at a 
certain point in her research it occurred to Smuts that the baboons were highly aware 
of her. They were not ignoring her, and she found no point in pretending that they were. 
Reflecting on this, she argues that the process of habituation is not actually a process 
of becoming invisible to the animal, but a process in which humans must work in order 
to become incorporated into an animals’ social world. Candea (2010, 2013) takes this 
even further than Smuts who, after demonstrating how unsatisfactory understanding 
habituation as process of humans becoming ‘ignored’ by animals is, halts her account, 
stating that although the baboons incorporated her into their worlds, they still did what 
they always did, “in the world they’ve always lived in” (Smuts 2001 p.295). In his study 
exploring scientific research involving Kalahari meerkats, Candea argues that the 
detached relationships valued by scientists and made possible through deliberate 
practices of habituation were far from being a one-way street or “nonrelation” (p.246). 
Detachment is not the polar opposite of engagement, he writes, but is carefully 
cultivated in relational practices, whereby distance and proximity is negotiated by both 
the scientists and the animals they study. By seeing habituation and detachment as a 
more-than-human game, the relationships between those who habituate and those 
who are habituated - the knowers and the known - become very complicated indeed. 
Could these ideas also be applied in situations where habituation is not a deliberate 
human strategy, such as that which takes place as water dragons become urban and 
live with humans? I began to pay closer attention to the choreography playing out 
between humans and water dragons. Approaching a large male water dragon on the 
edge of a lake in a busy Brisbane botanical garden, I noticed that by the time I was 
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close enough to look in its eyes, it had already noticed me, and had lifted its chin and 
tilted its face so that its eye met mine. I knew this was a territorial address, and I noted 
my emotional response: a mild sense of dis-ease and a desire to be cautious. As I got 
closer, the water dragon began to bob its head, delivering several bursts of head-
bobbing in quick succession. It then lifted its right front foot and waved it in a circular 
motion - a territorial behaviour referred to as ‘saluting’ (Hosking 2010). Despite having 
already learned from lizard experts and field guides to expect this, I still found these 
head-bobbing and saluting behaviours disconcerting. They seem innocuous on paper 
and ultimately posed no real risk, but being engaged by an animal looking me in the 
eye and standing its ground was emotionally affective. My desire to be cautious 
ratcheted up a notch, and it was only when I was almost close enough to reach out 
and touch the lizard that, to my relief, it finally slipped into the lake and swam away.  
My experience makes clear that water dragons, like Clever Hans, certainly have an 
ability to influence, even despite my awareness of what would happen and my 
endeavours to be scientific about it. Its body and behaviour provoked tension and 
disconcerted any tacit aspirations I might have had about dominion over the spaces 
we shared. I was certainly not alone in this response. The water dragon’s ability to 
provoke discomfort was mentioned often in my informal discussions about the lizards, 
and was a common theme in my interviews:   
I was a little afraid of them at first…they’re big enough and scary enough 
that you kind of have a tendency to leave them alone. Simone, Behavioural 
ecologist, interview 27 July 2012. 
…[the kids] normally swear at [the lizard] because it doesn’t matter how 
often you see him, he still frightens you. Kelly, Chandler resident, interview 
19 Dec 2013. 
More than this, however, the dragon’s ability to provoke tension in humans often 
successfully translates into the actual act of keeping away from the lizards. The 
sequence of photographs shown in Figure 3 show a dragon near a busy path running 
alongside an artificial lake on the University of Queensland campus. It is a male dragon 
and it sits in a posture of territorial address on the path - head up, chest exposed. As 
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the students approach the water dragon, it does not move. While the students’ 
attention is drawn to the lizard, no doubt by its appearance and perhaps its audacity, 
they nevertheless divert their trajectories, making room around the lizard. Not even a 
bicycle budges the dragon. 
    
   
Figure 3 Making room: a male water dragon faces off against students on a footpath on the 
University of Queensland campus (Photo taken 21 October 2015) 
The photos show how effective the lizard’s territorial address is. The message is 
broadcast, received and ultimately acted upon. It certainly helps enormously that 
humans and water dragons are highly amenable to each other’s affective charisma 
being two diurnal, terrestrial, and visually-oriented animals encountering each other in 
the middle of the day (Lorimer 2015). But it is the ability of the dragon to attune to and 
make itself available to humans as potential competitors that is most important here, 
as it shifts the story of the lizards’ synurbisation from one of passive desensitisation to 
one of active influence. Water dragons are not desensitized or somehow eroded, they 
assert territory in the city by provoking fear and the desire to maintain distance.  
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However, following Despret (2004), I want to go even further again and say that the 
water dragon’s ability to influence is not the only interesting thing that is happening 
here.  Knowledge is flowing between dragon and student, through which authority over 
urban space is being articulated. Despret defines authority pragmatically – not as a 
quality, but a practice - saying that it is achieved “when anyone who is under the 
influence of that authority does everything possible to make whatever this person says 
be true” (p. 118).  As the dragon makes its address, its body and stance provokes mild 
fear, and the students respond by walking around him. By honoring his claim to the 
space, they act to make what the Eastern water dragon is saying with his body true. 
They authorize the water dragon’s dominance and his staunch faith in his dominion 
over the patch of footpath. In turn, as the water dragon holds his ground – rather than 
running away or behaving aggressively – he in turn confirms the students’ beliefs 
regarding their ability to practice courtesy, and to safely and politely yield as they go 
about their business on the campus. Belief and trust circulates between water dragon 
and human, making them open and available to building something together:  
If you define a belief in terms of ‘what it is’, you always run the risk of ending 
up with notions of error, deception: the world is full of people believing that 
others (wrongly and passively) believe. By contrast, if you define ‘beliefs’, in 
a pragmatic way, not in terms of ‘what they are’, but of ‘what they make’, the 
scene has completely changed: it becomes a site full of new active entities 
that articulate differently. This will be the pragmatic definition that will lead 
our work: a belief is what makes entities ‘available’ to events. (Despret 2004, 
p. 122). 
This circulating knowledge allows for a form of what Candea (2010) refers to as polite 
detachment, inter-patience, and the active and mutual “suspension of action, a cease-
fire of sorts” (p.249). For Despret (2004), the whole thing is a “matter of faith, of trust” 
(p. 121). As water dragons and students encounter each other, they are articulating 
territories with their bodies, territories made of bravado, discomfort, confidence and 
faith. This is urban anthropo-zoo-genesis: humans and water dragons becoming 
urban together through an open, convivial negotiation in which both become more 
than what they were prior to meeting. In this moment, student and water dragon are 
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team mates, training together to enact the city as a site where human-water dragon 
territories are negotiated and shared.    
The ability of the water dragon to engage humans in an interplay articulated with thrills, 
trust and knowledge also makes them amenable to urban performances that create  
domestic, as well as public, territories. In Power’s (2009) study of Australian brushtail 
possums, she observes that although the creation of domestic space is often seen as 
a process whereby unruly nature is ordered and undesirables excluded, home-making 
practices are often more complex. They often involve a selective porosity where 
certain natural things are “allowed to enter after having undergone significant material 
and social transformations” (Kaika 2004). Many animals – such as cockroaches and 
rats – are emphatically excluded while others are accommodated as enhancements 
to domestic life. The smell and sound of Australian brushtail possums, for example, 
can be offensive to domestic sensibilities, but by restricting their inhabitation to the 
hidden spaces (and thus never posing a massive challenge to human sovereignty over 
the home) possums can become incorporated into domestic life as “homey, familiar 
and comforting” (Power 2009, p.48).   
I became aware of the great pleasure yielded by living with water dragons when I 
visited six Brisbane households4 who happily accommodate them in their domestic 
backyards and gardens.  The backyards in question varied in size, from a small 
courtyard to an acreage block, and were either located close to a water body – for 
example a drain or a creek – or contained an artificial pond or swimming pool. In terms 
of philosophical and political persuasion, the householders were quite different. They 
all loved their water dragons, but did not always consider themselves animal lovers or 
environmentalists. Some, in fact, talked freely about their hatred for certain animals. 
The enjoyment they gained from the water dragons stemmed from the animal’s urban 
confidence, and its readiness to make itself available to them. Like the students, the 
householders indulged the water dragons with space and courtesy, and in return 
gained a nuanced, intimate knowledge of them. Having a cigarette on a deck that 
overlooks her backyard swimming pool, Kelly casually describes the movements of 
                                            
4 These households were referred to me by a water dragon ecologist, Simone, who was conducting 
research on the species. 
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the Eastern water dragon that also lives there, demonstrating considerable expertise 
in the animal’s routines and rhythms: 
He’s like an old woman.  Of a morning he gets up, has a swim, then he 
comes out and then normally he comes here [the deck] and then he goes 
around the front and sits on the chair or the table for a while, then comes 
back here and then I go to work and I don’t see him.  In the evening he 
always stays behind the pool fence and never comes out. Then he has a 
swim and goes to bed. Kelly, Chandler resident, interview 19 Dec 2013. 
As they become available to each other, water dragons and householders become 
more interesting to each other. Beryl and John, who live in a townhouse complex in 
suburban Brisbane with a small paved and vegetated courtyard bordering a creek, 
also describe the water dragons’ highly regular routines. Their courtyard is inhabited 
by many, who move in and out through holes in the fence. To differentiate between 
them, Beryl and John have learnt to recognise both obvious physical characteristics 
(such as a healed broken tail) and more subtle differences in size, temperament, 
markings and colouration. Some are darker than others, Beryl tells me, as she points 
out some of the ones she knows, referring to them with names such as ‘Daisy’ and 
‘Big Boy’. Beryl and John also appear to be interesting to the lizards: when John is 
sitting in his armchair watching television, they tell me, Daisy will sit in a small fountain 
just outside the window. When John is in the shed painting, Daisy will follow him and 
sit nearby as he paints.  
In return for being sources of interest, confident backyard water dragons can become 
the recipients of considerable kindness. In the quote below, Shirley - who shares a 
courtyard in Chermside with a water dragon - has been relating to me the movements 
of the dragon in some detail. She has been continually referring to the dragon as 
“she”. When I ask her how she knows that the lizard is a “she”, Shirley responds:   
Shirley: Because I’ve seen her lay eggs, twice now, no three times.  And I 
sort of say, “sorrrrryy!” and just back away…. And one time I scared her off 
and I went and covered them up for her. 
Gillian: Oh! Where did you see her laying eggs? 
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Shirley: She lays her eggs in the gravel. She doesn’t lay them in the dirt. 
I’ve got gravel along the edges of my garden and also down the side way 
here is all gravelly.  And where I’ve got the clothesline, you know, in the 
gravel she lays her eggs there….I’m trying to remember the last time I saw 
them and they would’ve probably been that big and they were sort of that 
whitey/blue shade and they sort of look soapy.  I didn’t touch them or 
anything... I just covered them up… Shirley, Chermside resident, interview 
07 February 2013. 
Every morning, as Beryl and John have breakfast, they give a plate filled with chopped 
fruit and slices of cow’s heart to their water dragons, a routine that I am invited to 
witness. This is shown in Figure 4.  
 
Figure 4 Water dragons being fed mango and chopped heart in Beryl and John’s courtyard 
(photo taken 30 January 2013) 
Despite this performance of backyard love, kindness and intimacy, the water dragons 
can also add what Law and Lien (2013) call texture to the relationship. By resist and 
rupture the performance, they can pull it in interesting directions, adding to its multiple 
potentials and precariousness. In the small, highly ordered, suburban courtyard, this 
mutability enriches and enliven the experiences of the humans:  
Beryl: …I did see a very interesting thing one day....I was sitting here looking 
out and I thought ‘What’s that?’  It was a dragon sitting underneath the table 
with something in its mouth...so I had a look and it was half a snake. It was 
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most probably a green tree snake but it was bitten in half.  The tail part was 
on the ground, and it was consuming the head part.  And another dragon 
said, ‘Oh ok I’ll have some of that.’.....so he raced off with this thing in his 
mouth and the others looked at the tail....and nobody touched the tail.  Beryl 
and John, Birkdale residents, interview 30 January 2013. 
While the water dragons accept Beryl and John’s acts of kindness, they actively work 
to avoid becoming subservient. Urban water dragons may share space with humans 
but they will still staunchly hold back from becoming fully reducible to these domestic 
relationships. They remain loyal to themselves and competitive with others. 
Relationships in the courtyard can’t become too familiar. If water dragon territories risk 
becoming too small, too close, the water dragons will act to re-articulate the space:  
Beryl: …they’ll be standing there and all of a sudden they’ll start nodding 
their head, they nod it down and back up...the tail will go...and then some 
are right handed and some are left handed….the other day I had to put my 
hand down for some reason and Daisy bit me....only a little bit but it did draw 
blood....and she got a big talking to then. Beryl and John, Birkdale residents, 
interview 30 January 2013. 
3.2 Instrumental wildlife 
I go now to another urban performance in which Eastern water dragons participate. 
Described on its website as an ‘urban oasis’, Roma Street Parkland is a 16-hectare 
public garden located in Spring Hill in central Brisbane. Tucked behind Roma Street 
station, the oldest railway station in Brisbane, the garden was formerly the site of a 
railway goods yard, an orphanage and an already existent park. Opened in 2001, the 
Queensland Government spent more than a year, and over $72 million, to re-develop 
the site, as part of a broader effort to provide green spaces in Brisbane’s central 
business district. The goal was to create a ‘world class’ subtropical parkland for 
Queensland of a standard similar to renowned international “show gardens” such as 
Butchart Gardens on Vancouver Island, Kew Gardens in London, and Holland’s 
Keukenhof flower gardens. Urban designers and landscape architects created five 
‘precincts’ in the parkland, each representing a microclimate of subtropical 
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Queensland (see Figure 5), and offering a different recreational and aesthetic 
experience. “The Forest and Fern Gully” simulates a subtropical rainforest area with 
artificial creeks, bamboo and a fern garden, and the “Lake Precinct” houses a large 
lake made from reinforced concrete. “Celebration Precinct” contains a large lawn for 
community events, and “the Upper Parkland” contains an amphitheatre, children’s 
playgrounds and an arid zone garden with rocks, cacti and succulents. “Colin 
Campbell Place” - named after a television garden show presenter - houses a 
meandering water feature and a ‘Spectacle Garden’ displaying beds of colourful 
flowers and herbs. A café and a visitor centre, staffed by volunteers, provide additional 
amenities for visitors (Queensland Department of Public Works 2009; Roma Street 
Parklands 2013).  
 
Figure 5 Schematic map of Roma Street Parklands (Roma Street Parklands 2014) 
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The Roma Street Parklands makes no claim of being a pristine, untouched nature. 
Despite tipping its hat to the ecological microclimates of sub-tropical Queensland, the 
gardens feel more like a monument to the human effort, or the ‘boundary making 
practices’ (Head & Muir 2006), required to create such a highly aesthetic space. 
Uniformed gardeners tend heavily mulched garden beds, which contain colourful 
flowers and foliage plants neatly planted in rows and geometric patterns (See Figure 
6 below). Throughout the park, concrete and metal sculptures and water features 
create ornate land- and water-scapes. In-ground irrigation systems water precisely 
mown lawns, and clipped hedges provide floral boundaries to demark space. Tropical 
plants are trained up concrete walls with wire mesh, and epiphytic (parasitic) ferns are 
tied firmly to the trunks of weeping fig and banyan trees with wire, themselves planted 
in rows along asphalt avenues. All of these factors combine to create a performance 
of tightly controlled spectacle for park visitors. 
 
Figure 6 Meticulous maintenance: Gardeners tend beds in the Roma Street Parklands 
Spectacle Garden (photo taken 27 August 2012) 
Just as nature is controlled in this highly manicured and aestheticized environment, 
the movement and behaviour of its public is also regulated. A network of asphalt paths, 
bridges and wooden boardwalks directs visitors through the various floral showcases, 
landmarks, look outs and recreational areas. Despite the purported invitation to visitors 
to enjoy the space, a mind-boggling array of signs dictate the rules for this enjoyment, 
prohibiting activities such as the use of glass, pegs in the lawn, feeding animals, skate-
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boarding, swimming, roller-blading and camping. The gardens are patrolled by security 
staff and monitored by a system of CCTV cameras, and the Spectacle Garden is 
locked up at night.   
Despite the tight control of the space and its intention for human public aesthetic 
enjoyment, the site is also used by a number of different species of native animal. 
Steve, the park manager and parkland curator, explains to me how, with the exception 
of five species of fish native to South East Queensland which were introduced to the 
lake and waterways by park managers, these animals have made their own way into 
the park, independent of human intention. The welcome these animals receive from 
park management varies. They can be actively encouraged and accommodated, 
tolerated, or actively deterred or removed. A key determinant of this response is the 
impact of each species on the aesthetic and amenity values of the park. Pretty rainbow 
lorikeets, native and beloved of tourists, are actively encouraged with nesting boxes. 
Australian white ibis, on the other hand, are considered a nuisance by park managers 
when they scavenge for food and defecate on pathways, and so are heavily deterred.  
Roofs, railings and other surfaces are altered to prevent ibis from being able to perch 
on them. Short finned eels in the Parkland lake, native to South East Queensland, are 
culled when they eat too many of the more ornamental native animals in the park, such 
as the Pacific black ducks and their ducklings. Australian brush turkeys, rainforest 
birds common to Brisbane parks and gardens where they scratch leaf litter and build 
mounds to incubate eggs, are partially tolerated. While the mounds are of interest to 
visitors, Steve explains, they create a lot of destruction to plants and garden beds. 
When numbers get too high, a licenced wildlife relocation company will be contracted 
to trap brush turkeys, as shown in Figure 7, and relocate them to a forest on the edge 
of the city. At the time of my visit, eleven had been relocated.   
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Figure 7 Trap left for brush turkey (photo taken 27 August 2012) 
The Roma Street Parklands presents an ideal environment for Eastern water dragons, 
and is home to a large population. There, they no doubt benefit from the diverse and 
plentiful insects and plant foods in the well-tended parkland precincts, the grubs and 
worms in the regularly turned soil, and the clean water available from the artificial lake, 
fountains, and constructed wetlands. Steve, and other gardeners I spoke to, are not 
overly enamoured of the water dragons. They are a nuisance when they eat the flowers 
in the Spectacle Garden, or the ducklings in the lake, or are run over by gardening 
vehicles so that their bodies (highly distressing to park visitors) have to be cleaned up. 
Despite this, they are largely tolerated by Parkland management. The reason for this 
is the way that water dragons address park visitors. Their ability to  articulate territories 
with humans, woven in fear, courtesy, and confidence, is highly complementary to the 
intentions of park managers: 
It’s because it is sitting there, right in the middle of the footpath, [and] won’t 
get out of the way...so they get a lot of interest.  Steve, Parkland manager, 
Interview 24 February 2013. 
Just as we saw in domestic backyards, the Eastern water dragon’s primordial 
appearance, approachability, and visual displays add ‘texture’ to the ordering and 
spectacle happening in the park. Descriptions found of water dragons in Brisbane often 
play on their apparent fearlessness and the ways this disconcerts human dominance 
and creates a sense of danger in the urban landscape. This ability to transgress does 
64 
 
 
not detract from the ordered public nature on offer, but enhances it, with Eastern water 
dragons actively promoted as a wild counterpoint and a thrill to the parklands public:  
The Eastern Water Dragon is widely thought to be the most ancient member 
of Australia’s dragon lizards…Many Agamidaes resemble miniature 
mythological dragons with their prominent projecting spines on their head 
and along the length of their back, their long tails, and their displays of 
ferocity….Look out for water dragons in the rocky areas where they often 
warm themselves in the sun on the pathways. Once they become aware of 
your presence, they will either spring up on their hind legs and dash for 
cover or stand still while you walk past. Roma Street Parklands factsheet, 
2013. 
However, the Roma Street Parklands water dragons are not only participating in the 
performance of ordered nature. On one of my earliest visits to the parklands, I took the 
photo shown in Figure 8. It is an Eastern water dragon basking on a boardwalk 
surrounding the parkland lake. I did not know it at the time I took the photo, but this 
water dragon is also enrolled in another knowledge-making practice. This is evident 
from the black dot above the lizard’s rear thigh. This dot was put there, in permanent 
marker, by an urban ecologist named Simone.    
 
Figure 8 Male water dragon-come-specimen, Roma Street Parklands (photo taken 27 August 
2012) 
Unlike other visitors who are in the park to enjoy its aestheticized nature and 
recreational values, I met Simone at the Parklands to observe her conduct post-
doctoral research, funded through an Australian Research Council Discovery Early 
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Career Researcher Award (DECRA). Interviewing her, Simone tells me she has a deep 
‘adoration and respect’ for nature and wildlife, but describes herself as a ‘pure’ 
scientist. Her passion, she says, is to ask and answer questions:   
There are [scientists] that adore a species and spend their whole life trying 
to protect them and [scientists] who love questions. And I ended up loving 
questions…. I love any animals, but I am a question driven person. I always 
wander around the world wondering why and how. Simone, Behavioural 
ecologist, interview 27 July 2012. 
The questions concerning Simone are, at their most basic, questions of how animals 
are shaped over time by the interplay of ‘nature and nurture’. This is informed by basic 
biological dogma through which she understands animals in terms of their phenotype 
(a set of observable characteristics including physiological, morphological and 
behavioural traits) and their genotype (its inherited genetic profile). The phenotype of 
the animal is determined through the interaction between its genotype and a range of 
environmental influences. Natural selection, according to this biological dogma, occurs 
through phenotypic variations that affect an individual’s fitness - defined as their ability 
to have offspring who in turn are fit enough to reproduce. Phenotype (and therefore 
genotype and environmental factors) are fundamental concepts underlying theories of 
evolution.  Simone is in the Parkland to study animal social relationships as an 
environmental factor in reproductive success. By building her understanding of the 
interplay between social structure and population genetics, she hopes to better 
comprehend the factors influencing phenotypic evolution.  
At first glance, the highly ordered display gardens at the Roma Street Parklands may 
seem an erroneous setting for the study of natural selection and social relationships, 
but they actually provide a highly suitable setting for Simone. Surrounded by roads, 
the Parkland houses a geographically isolated microcosm of water dragon family 
groups comprising dominant and submissive males, breeding females and juveniles. 
Numbers are high, and the population dense, so much so that Simone calls it the “Hong 
Kong” of water dragons. She estimates that over 400 lizards live there, the health and 
condition of which are better than other Brisbane city parks. The reason for this, she 
speculates, is the generous State investment made in the park that allows a more 
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fastidious upkeep of vegetation and cleaner water bodies.  The water dragons 
themselves are, according to Simone, ideal research subjects. They are small, diurnal 
animals that live in a fairly open environment, and they move around at ground level 
and at a pace that scientists can keep up with. They also have structured social lives 
with hierarchies and family groups that can become familiar and discernible to humans.  
The Parkland water dragons thus provide Simone with the field equivalent of a 
laboratory rat or fruit fly. Their abundance and social behaviours make them an 
excellent subject with which to weave knowledge about the interplay of social structure 
and population genetics. By doing well in an urban environment, the water dragons 
provide Simone, and the scientific networks she works in, a useful means for 
understanding the effects of environmental change that can be used to help 
understand rarer animals which, because of their scarcity, are less amenable to 
quantitative ecology. She explains:  
These animals, because they are so abundant in an urban environment, 
they are a really good model to understand how urbanisation impacts 
animals. Unfortunately, the way the funding bodies work, they only give you 
money for species that are threatened. And generally when they are 
threatened, there are so few of them, that you can’t really do much with 
them. Simone, Behavioural ecologist, interview 27 July 2012. 
To do her work, Simone needs to weave a chain of knowledge that links the water 
dragons’ phenotypic fitness and gene flow with their social hierarchies and kinship. 
This is a practice of translation. In Pandora’s Hope, Latour (1999) observes a group of 
botanists and soil experts as they study the boundary between forest and savannah in 
the Amazon basin. He writes “I have never followed a science, rich or poor, hard or 
soft, hot or cold, whose moment of truth was not found on a one- or two-meter-square 
flat surface that a researcher with a pen in hand could carefully inspect” (p.53).  Using 
a series of images, Latour illustrates the steps whereby the savannah/forest boundary 
at Boa Vista in the Amazon basin is materially changed into something that the 
scientists could do this with. Through these steps, Latour illustrates science as a  
material practice in which the world in all its complexity becomes, not simply 
represented by words, but transformed, via a chain of translations, into words. 
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Knowledge circulates along this chain, and its truth value lies in the quality of the 
connections between each link in it. Each stage should easily refer to the one before 
and after it, so that knowledge can run up and down this chain like electricity through 
a wire.   
Like the Boa Vista scientists, Simone is in the business of packing “the world into 
words” (Latour 1999 p. 24) by way of her questions and the circulating references that 
will answer them. However, forming a chain of translations connecting social behaviour 
and genetic or evolutionary change is not an easy thing to do in wild populations of 
animals. While their abundance lends them amenability to scientific research, unlike 
laboratory and domesticated animals, water dragons have no pedigrees, papers, or 
any other information with which Simone can trace heredity, see relationships, or 
compare genetic and phenotypic change. However, Simone is part of a growing 
movement in evolutionary ecology and conservation biology in which mitochondrial 
DNA markers are being used to trace the social connections, ancestry and mobility of 
a social group. Here at a cellular level, “geography and genealogy can be interlinked 
to trace historical mobilities” (Hodgetts and Lorimer 2015, p. 290). To construct her 
chain of knowledge with the Roma Street Parklands water dragons, Simone is 
developing what is referred to as a “pedigree-free model” (Frentiu et al 2008) using 
these markers to track relatedness between the animals, and watch how their physical 
and genetic attributes change in relation to their social connections. 
I observe Simone as she undertakes the field component of her work in the Roma 
Street Parklands. These are the initial stages in the process by which the water 
dragons and their behaviour and relatedness will become something she can stand 
back from and inspect.  In this stage, she is catching the water dragons, and in the 
absence of any other information regarding water dragon relatedness in the park, 
Simone aims to catch every one. When we met, she had already caught over 240 of 
what she estimated was a population of 400 dragons. Figure 9 shows Simone at work, 
stalking a dominant male water dragon. As she slowly approaches the animal from 
behind, it raises its head, stands still and squares off. Simone stands upright and rigid 
too. If she is careful - making smooth, slow movements - she can grab it around the 
base of the tail, and pick it up with one hand carefully placed around the neck and the 
other around the tail. She’s wearing gardening gloves to protect her hands from sharp 
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scales, teeth and claws. For more skittish dragons, Simone has a fishing rod that has 
a soft thin rope instead of fishing line, and a retractable noose in lieu of a hook. It is a 
simple apparatus, cheaply replaced when broken, and it allows Simone to approach 
dragons with a slightly larger flight distance, as shown in Figure 10.     
 
Figure 9 Stalking a water dragon (photo taken 28 August 2012) 
 
Figure 10 Using an adapted fishing rod (photo taken 28 August 2012) 
The lizards learn too late that Simone is not, like the other park visitors, spell-bound 
by their territorial displays. As I watch her work, it becomes clear that the same 
qualities that make dragons a wild spectacle for visitors, also make them highly 
amenable to Simone’s endeavour. As she catches the water dragons, Simone is not 
just forming a chain of translation, but also working with a different type of knowledge 
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– the trusting confidence spun between Eastern water dragons and the Parkland 
public. In their study of avian biosecurity, Hinchliffe and Lavau (2013) describe how, 
while Latour’s account is compelling, there may be other tangential circuits of 
knowledge at work that help or hinder the formation of the single chain of scientific 
references. These flows and circuits are “integral to but do not become integrated 
within” (p.262, original emphasis) the formation of knowledge. The authors argue that 
it is, in fact, the heterogeneity that takes place inside and outside the chain of 
references that actually adds to its truth value. The water dragons’ confidence in 
addressing her as a territorial competitor no doubt helps Simone do her work, and she 
weaves it into and around her scientific chain of reference. However, as she does this, 
she transgresses the trust formed between water dragon and human. She stands rigid 
and upright because she wants the dragon to think that she is honouring its address 
by not approaching. This is subterfuge, a confidence trick! She fully intends to 
approach, which means she is cheating in the game of becoming urban with the water 
dragons. She is not articulating courteous territories, she is weaving different chains 
of knowledge as she manipulates the lizards’ faith in its own bravado to get close 
enough to catch them.  
Enrolment in this knowledge practice has very different outcomes for the lizards. Once 
caught, the Eastern water dragon is held securely around the shoulders and the base 
of the tail. Held like this, the lizards are surprisingly easy to handle. They are portable 
and light, with the heaviest male lizard weighing around 900 grams to one kilo in 
weight. They make no noise, show no observable signs of distress and, if held 
correctly, will not struggle. While their bite is very painful, Simone says, it won’t cause 
too much damage – perhaps a broken fingernail and a low risk of infection. As Simone 
guides me, I hold a large male lizard in my hands. While I am scared of hurting it, and 
scared of it hurting me, I feel an excitement different from that experienced when 
approaching a water dragon on its own terms. By transgressing the rules of courtesy 
and denying the water dragon’s claim to urban space, this water dragon has no power. 
It has been rendered passive, and my excitement this time feels clandestine. I can feel 
its rough skin, hold its claw in my fingers and look closely at the colours on its body. I 
can see its sophisticated agamid eyes, and I know it is looking back at me.  
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Once the water dragon is subdued, the process of scientific transformation can begin, 
and Simone and her assistant do not dally with the lizards. They set to work, following 
an established procedure to capture all the information they need. First, the GPS 
coordinates of the location of the catch is taken and the lizard is assigned a number 
which is written on an individual pre-printed data entry form, held in a bright red clip-
board with clearly marked columns to ensure all necessary data is recorded. The 
lizard’s profile is photographed, and the skin on the lizard’s rear thigh is pinched to 
separate it from the muscle and then punctured with a large syringe-like object which 
deposits a pit tag. There is little blood and the wound requires no stitches. The 
insertion, and the pit tag and syringe, can be seen in Figure 11 and Figure 12.  Unlike 
some pit tags used by other animal scientists which can actively transmit information 
(and thus can be used to track animal movements), Simone’s pit tags sit inert, only 
storing a unique identification number that can be retrieved whenever the animal is 
caught and scanned with a pit tag reader. Unlike the external ways ecologists might 
use to assign numbers to animal bodies - such as using collars, tags, or bands - this 
number cannot be removed by human or animal. Moreover, it retains the appearance 
that the animal is untagged and untouched, and maintains the lizards’ spectacle value 
for the visitors in the park. However, the pit tag is each dragon’s permanent label, and 
it connects the data contained on the piece of paper with its body: the first link in 
Simone’s chain of scientific knowledge.  
 
Figure 11 Inserting the pit-tag (photo taken 28 August 2012) 
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Figure 12 Pit tag and inserter. Pit tag is place at the end of inserter to be injected into the thigh 
(photo taken 28 August 2012) 
The lizard is then marked with an indelible black marker just above the thigh (Figure 
13) which will last until the lizard’s next moult, which can be up to a year. The mark 
provides Simone with an easy visual clue as to whether the lizard has been caught 
and tagged already, and it means she doesn’t keep catching the same lizard. 
Measurements are then taken: the girth at the base of the tail, the length from the neck 
to the sexual glands on the animal’s underside, and the widest point of the jaw. These 
measurements are then added to the data form. Then a DNA sample is taken by 
cutting off the tip of the animal’s tail (about 2 centimetres) with scissors. From this 
sample, DNA will be extracted using a commercially available extraction kit and sent 
to the Australian Genome Research Facility for genetic sequencing and the 
identification of DNA markers that will aid Simone in identifying family connections. 
The animal is then weighed and then animal is released where it was caught. Upon its 
release, the lizard – now a wildlife specimen - immediately runs away.  
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Figure 13 Male dragon being marked prior to release (photo taken 28 August 2012) 
The second component of Simone’s fieldwork comprises systematic behavioural 
observations of water dragons in various sections of the park. During this observation, 
details of dragon location, movements and behaviour are recorded and statistically 
analysed. Simone describes this as behavioural ecology “gold”, and it is the means by 
which she will gain in-depth statistical understandings of how water dragon groups 
operate, use space, and structure their interactions. Through observation using a 
camera, binoculars, a Garmin Global Positioning System and a laser thermometer, 
she and her assistants transform the lizards’ sociality into mobile forms of information: 
dates, times, sex, locations, behaviour, and temperature5. To be useful, however, this 
social information needs to be linkable to the individual dragon’s physical information 
and genetic profiles. Here, another tangential circuit of knowledge is spun around 
Simone’s chain of references. As she collects information in her surveys, Simone 
photographs the profiles of the water dragons at a distance. These photographs 
capture their territorial address. As if they were deliberately posing, they stand still for 
the camera with their heads up, as shown in Figure 14.  
                                            
5 Temperature plays an important factor in water dragon sex determination and thus is also likely to 
have an important role in water dragon sociality (Gardiner et al 2014).   
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Figure 14 Left side profiles of dragon numbers 131, 132, and 186 respectively, taken in the 
field, showing fine scale differences to colouration and scales (photos provided by Simone) 
With these photos that capture some the water dragon’s bodily address, Simone can 
determine small variations between individual water dragons. Unlike the process of 
catching, in which the water dragon’s bodies are transformed into a set of numbers on 
a piece of paper, these records act more as “sensitising devices, diagrams” 
(Hinchcliffe et al 2005, p.648). Like the vole field guides used by the Birmingham 
conservationists, they facilitate Simone’s ability to become “a good reader” (ibid) of 
water dragon territoriality, making their social connections more real, more rich and 
more lively to Simone. The water dragons become “a face in a crowd” (Gardiner et al 
2014). Like Beryl and John, Simone gains pleasure in this process of learning to be 
affected, and intimately makes different water dragons emerge through her work:   
It’s a little bit like, well, sometimes Asians say we all look the same, and we 
say about them, they all look the same. To me [the dragons] all look the 
same until I can zoom in. When you zoom in and pay attention at the fine 
scale, they all [become different]. Simone, Behavioural ecologist, field 
recording 28 July 2013. 
Very importantly, by learning to sense and become affected by water dragon 
difference, the photos allow Simone to connect water dragon social data (collected 
from observation work) to their physical information (collected from catching). She 
uses her eyes to do this, matching the scales and colouration in photos taken of the 
water dragons’ profiles as they are caught, as shown in Figure 15, with the photos 
taken during field observations, as shown in Figure 14. In this way, her ability to sense 
allows her to form another crucial link in the chain of reference in which water dragon 
lives are packed into numbers, words and digital forms of knowledge.  
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Figure 15 Capturing a profile (photo taken 28 August 2012) 
There are still other forms of tangential knowledge at play in Simone’s work. Catching 
lizards in the highly regulated Roma Street Parklands is not something that ordinary 
visitors are allowed to do, and Simone enjoys a certain level of scientific authority. She 
has been granted a ‘Scientific Research and Educational Purposes’ permit from the 
Queensland Department of Environment and Heritage Protection to interfere with 
native species, and she also has the approval of the Roma Street Parklands 
management. She gets to do things in the park that the ordered public does not: 
… the number of times I’ve had security guards come and find me and tell 
me that someone has warned them that someone has a fishing rod in the 
park and I’ve said [sing-song voice] “It’s me!” [laughs] Simone, Behavioural 
ecologist, interview 27 July 2012. 
However, this authority is subject to scrutiny, and Simone must undertake her work in 
public and in full view of park visitors. As she catches lizards in the middle of the day 
in a well-frequented park, she receives a lot of attention, and occasional accusations 
of cruelty. To lessen the risk of public complaint regarding her research, she makes 
effort to manage relationships with visitors in the park, and engage them in her 
research. She shows visitors the dragons, jokes, tells anecdotes, talks about their 
biology, and explains the scientific purpose of the work, as shown in Figure 16.  
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Figure 16 Engaging with park visitors (photo taken 28 August 2012) 
Just as it is important for Simone to develop a workable relationship with the visitors 
to the park, she must also take care to maintain her relationship with the water 
dragons. Simone likes getting close to the dragons, but she admits that the 
disingenuous nature of her relationship with the dragons worries her. This fear stems 
not only from compassion towards the animals, but from a more pragmatic 
acknowledgement that the ease with which they are observed and caught is 
threatened by the confidence tricks she plays on them.  Her tricks are only possible 
because the water dragons’ faith in their urban dominance is constantly authorized by 
park visitors. Simone is conscious of the fact that the more she interferes with the 
water dragons, the more she transgresses this faith, and the more they will run from 
her when they see her. She tells me that, just as she learns to recognise the water 
dragons better, she believes the dragons also learn to recognise her.  
The water dragons learn to resist the experimental knowledge relationships that 
Simone seeks to enrol them in. They refuse to become available to her by withdrawing 
sooner from encounters in which their authority is not affirmed. Flightier, less 
habituated water dragons are an undesirable byproduct of Simone’s work. The more 
the ecologist enrols the water dragons in instrumental relationships in the Roma Street 
Parklands, the more the water dragons change the script. They become de-urbanised, 
wilder. The ecologist must adopt strategies to overcome this effect, drawing the water 
dragons back in to the scientific relationship. She describes wearing different hats or 
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changing her clothes so they vary in colour and appearance to go incognito among 
the water dragons. However, the most effective strategy is a form of what Candea 
(2010) refers to as cultivated detachment, an active compromise that takes place in 
scientific work involving habituated wildlife. If Simone observes that the water dragons 
are particularly skittish, or she begins to have trouble catching them because they are 
running away sooner, she takes a break from the catching component of her fieldwork. 
Within a few days, she says, they have usually returned to their usual, catchable 
condition. While Candea (2010, 2013) reflects on cultivated detachment as a 
knowledge relationship practiced between scientists and animals, he also 
acknowledges that “it comes in all shapes and sizes” (2010, p.255). For Simone, there 
is a third participant involved in the relationships of detachment taking place at the 
Roma Street Parklands. The confidence that allows Eastern water dragons to become 
amenable to Simone’s research has been built in the polite relations practiced by the 
park’s public, not her. As she steps back from her role as scientist forming chains of 
scientific reference, it is to make room for the re-articulation of the trust, faith and belief 
that is spun as dragons become urban in anthropo-zoo-genesis with humans. The 
water dragon’s synurbisation becomes a circuit of knowledge that plays a vital but 
relatively unacknowledged role in Simone’s “business of ‘science proper’” (Candea 
2013, p. 107). Her identity as an urban ecologist, and her expertise as a weaver of 
worlds into more manageable and mobile forms, is inextricably linked to the water 
dragon’s faith in its urban dominance and ability to hold its shape in the public spaces 
of Brisbane.  
3.3 Discussion 
The ability to readily habituate to the presence of humans is often described in the 
ecological literature as a key factor in synurbisation.  Habituation is often referred to 
as an adaptation whereby, through continued exposure, wildlife loses the desire to flee 
from humans. This loss enables wildlife to comfortably access the plethora of 
resources on offer in the city, giving them an edge in urban ecologies. At the beginning 
of this chapter, I highlighted some of the modernist simplifications inherent in this 
account, finding trouble in how it was presented as a one-sided change on the part of 
the animal, with little attention given to how it might be a mutually affective process. 
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This bestows a fragile constituency on urban wildlife. Synurbisation becomes a 
process whereby wildness is eroded away as a means to slip through the cracks in 
the modernist divides and enter the city. Such simplifications are incompatible with 
taking synurbic wildlife seriously, and really recognising them as companion species 
and significant others. Like Leonardo’s Dog, habituated wildlife is only ever granted 
honorary status in urban worlds: humanized animals “precariously clinging to the 
towers and edifices of modernity” (Hinchliffe and Whatmore 2006, p. 127).   
By instead attending to Eastern water dragon and human encounters firmly in the 
realm of the concrete, I have told the lizard’s synurbic story differently, allowing more 
room for urban dragons to yield influence and to be interesting and surprising in their 
inhabitation of the city. I have demonstrated that the water dragon’s synurbisation is 
not a neutral co-existence achieved as the lizard loses fear in the presence of humans. 
As male water dragons go about their business in the city, they actively attune to 
humans as potential competitors, addressing them with a series of bodily displays and 
postures. These provoke a mild discomfort in humans, and the water dragons are 
typically granted space when they are encountered in the city’s backyards and on 
riparian footpaths and boardwalks. This is an act of courtesy. Water dragons make a 
visual request, albeit one containing a mild threat, and humans acknowledge and 
acquiesce without seeking retribution or otherwise acting to deny it. As humans and 
water dragons become urban together, new urban identities are articulated in “faith, 
belief, trust” (Despret 2004, p.122). Water dragon habituation is not so much an ability 
to yield to humans and assimilate in the nooks and crannies of the city, but to provoke 
humans to authorize their territories and maintain a polite distance.  
The importance of the corporeal and sensory compatibility between the Eastern water 
dragons and humans cannot be understated.  The life-worlds or Umwelt of water 
dragons and humans intersect relatively easily. Both are diurnal, vision-dependent, 
and terrestrial. Humans and water dragons address each other directly, and the 
invitations that the water dragons make are easily received and interpreted. Water 
dragons and humans become available to one another, and these “affective 
encounters” (Lorimer 2015, p.147) are readily marketed as one of the awesome 
experiences on offer in an inner-city spectacle garden. At the same time, as we 
recognise the water dragon’s exemplary ability to mesh with humans and articulate 
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urban territories with them, we must also acknowledge how these wild experiments 
sometimes pan out for the animals. For the most part, the water dragon’s availability 
and demonstrations of bravado work well as a means of managing proximity with 
humans and achieving an urban identity.  However, with little else in its catalogue with 
which to assert power over humans, the water dragon’s belief in its own dominance in 
urban space is easily exploited. Even though she is a professed lover of animals, a 
behavioural ecologist tricks, immobilizes and physically alters an entire population of 
dragons in order to transform them into scientific specimens. This treatment is 
justifiable to the ecologist, to park managers, and to visitors on the basis that the water 
dragon is ecologically robust in urban spaces, and is not ultimately changed in any 
great way through her work. The willingness of water dragons to make themselves 
available to humans competitively in cities can thus also make them susceptible to 
duplicity and to instrumental relationships.   
However, the water dragons resist this susceptibility by withdrawing from those 
relationships in which their authority is not affirmed, and learn to run away from the 
ecologist. This is an effect of experimentation that the ecologist wants to avoid - the 
water dragons become wilder the more the ecologist enrols them in instrumental 
relationships. To keep the lizards amenable, the ecologist uses the help of the park’s 
public, who unintentionally act to reaffirm the water dragon’s urban identity and to draw 
it back into the shared territories of urban space. While this is certainly not the most 
diabolical treatment of animals ever to occur at the hands of humans – and the 
behavioural ecologist’s skill and care to minimise distress to the water dragons must 
be observed - if we are to take the Eastern water dragon’s significant otherness in the 
city seriously, we must acknowledge this flip-side. By making itself available to us in 
the city, the water dragon issues us an invitation to build territories together articulated 
by trust, belief, and courtesy. How we respond to this vulnerability is an important 
consideration as we build urban futures in the Anthropocene.        
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4 Tricky connections with Brisbane’s flying foxes 
Every night in Brisbane, thousands of flying foxes pass over roads and roof-tops as 
they make their way around the arboreal canopy of the city’s streets, backyards, 
parklands, forests and out-lying areas. They fly for up to fifty kilometres each night, 
alighting in trees to forage for nectar, flowers and fruit. The fruit is chewed, the juice 
swallowed, and the seed and pulp spat out (Hall & Richards 2000). Before daybreak, 
the flying foxes return to collective roosting sites dotted around the city, and the day is 
spent together, hanging upside-down from the hind limbs in the upper-most branches 
of trees and tall shrubs. In the security of the colony, the flying foxes sleep, groom, 
bicker, mate and care for young until the sun sets, and it becomes time again to search 
for food (Richards & Hall 2012). As twilight falls, the animals take to the air, each 
charting its own path across the sky. When the colony is large, this can take some 
time. Figure 17 shows a large, seasonal colony of flying foxes swirling and circling 
upwards, radiating out from the roost site. 
 
Figure 17 Seasonal little red flying fox colony fly-out, Browns Plains (photo taken 30 January 
2014) 
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In this chapter, I follow the choreography that plays out as flying foxes become urban. 
Unlike the Eastern water dragon, which actively addresses a public that courteously 
affirms its territory, I illustrate how as flying foxes become urban, far more disparate 
and precarious relations are created.  As they incorporate Brisbane’s trees into their 
already existing ecological relations with the air, flowering trees, the forests, and each 
other, flying foxes make no direct address to humans, no request for authority or 
response. Humans and flying foxes may share a certain proximity at certain times, but 
largely remain unavailable to each other. Knowledge does not circulate easily between 
them, and cannot be woven into human domestic or public performances. Instead, the 
flying fox’s urban “shimmer” (Rose, forthcoming) or more prosaically, its ecological 
charisma (Lorimer 2015), unravels these performances, pulling the city’s fabric in far 
more unruly directions. As flying foxes become urban, boundaries blur. Skies become 
expansive firmaments and animal super-highways. Cultivated urban trees become 
places to eat, roost, squabble and swarm. Brisbane becomes less like a city and more 
like a jungle - tangled, raucous and risky. 
The flying fox’s reliance on the city is growing, but because they make such tricky 
companions, their urban constituency is hard to pin down. The animals resist having 
an urban identity, and often appear ecologically indifferent to the city. In this chapter, 
I follow a novice urban ecologist as she seeks to show how important urban natures 
are to flying foxes, by mapping how they make use of the urban forest. However, the 
flying foxes are difficult collaborators in her translational work, being hard to sense 
around, hard to capture and hard to transform into words and numbers. This is not so 
difficult when their nomadic, aerial and arboreal lives are interrupted as they forage 
the urban forest. Then, they become drawn into far more horizontal care relationships, 
enabled by a number of domestic objects and human technologies. In these 
relationships flying foxes demonstrate an astounding reciprocity with humans. 
However, these relationships can only be temporary, and performed on the condition 
that they will eventually resume their lives as inscrutable urban nomads.  
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4.1 Uneasy encounters 
Although it is difficult for humans to discern at night and at a distance, the flying foxes 
that fly across Brisbane’s sky can be any one of three distinct species: the Grey-
headed flying fox (Pteropus poliocephalus), the Black flying fox (P. alecto), and the 
Little red flying fox (P. scapulatus). Photos of these species are shown in Figure 18. 
     
Figure 18 Brisbane’s three species of flying-fox. Left to right: the Black flying fox, the Grey-
headed flying-fox (with young), and the Little Red Flying-fox. (Wildlife Preservation Society of 
Queensland 2014) 
As these flying foxes become urban, they do so within a multitude of contingent and 
entangled ecological histories. The first is a long evolutionary history of attunement 
with the air. Bats (mammalian order Chiroptera) are, without exception, aerial beings. 
They are the only mammals capable of sustained flight, and the ability to do so has 
required a succession of monumental corporeal and behavioural achievements, not 
least of which was the evolution of a wing, which for bats consists of very elongated 
digits on the front limb, covered with a fine and elastic skin membrane, referred to as 
the patagium. When the front limbs are held out and the digits spread, the skin 
stretches into a taut surface of sufficient area for the creation of lift, and the limbs can 
be flapped to create thrust (Hill & Smith 1984, Richardson 2002, Churchill 2008).  
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The second is a long history of reciprocity with trees. Flying foxes, as 
megachiropteran6 bats, are arboreal beings. Despite often being referred to as ‘fruit-
bats’, Australian flying foxes are primarily nectar feeders, and have long biotic 
associations with a range of Australian flowering trees within the Proteacae (banksias 
and grevilleas) and Myrtaceae families (eucalypt, melaleuca, and bottlebrushes). Fruit 
typically plays a supplementary role in their diet – including those found in rainforests 
such as lillypillys, figs, and quandongs (Markus & Hall 2004). Their long engagements 
with these trees have given rise to possible examples of what ecologists call 
mutualism, partnerships so long and inter-dependent that entities can be said to have 
co-evolved with each other. In harvesting fruit and flowers, flying foxes fulfil a role as 
pollinators and seed dispersers for many Australian plants, and over time these 
mutualisms have shaped the form of both bat and plant. Flying foxes, for example, 
have excellent sight, with large eyes specialised to see lightly coloured flowers in the 
dark, and an excellent sense of smell, with large olfactory bulbs to pick up the scent 
of flowers and nectar over distances. Their mouths are specialised for extracting 
nectar from flowers and juice from fruit, and there are minute morphological 
differences in the species’ long, pink tongues, consistent with their slightly different 
dietary preferences (Birt et al 1997, Hall & Richards 2000, Richards & Hall 2012). In 
correspondence with the flying fox’s function as a pollinator, it is thought that many 
species of Australian flowering tree have evolved flowers with strong smells and light 
colours to stand out in the darkness, increasing the chances that a flying fox will aid in 
the dispersal of its genetic information (Hall & Richards 2000).  
                                            
6 The bat order Chiroptera is split into two suborders. Microchiropterans, which are found all over the 
world with the exception of Antarctica and some isolated islands, are predatory bats and eat animal 
food sources such as insects and other arthropods. They are evolved for hunting – they are smaller, 
their bodies adapted for speed and agility, and they use echolocation to find prey in the darkness. 
Accordingly, they usually have small eyes and intricate aural structures on the ears and nose to pick up 
reflected sound. Megachiropterans, such as the flying foxes (genus Pteropus), are found in hotter, more 
tropical climates. With some exceptions they are vegetarian, and mostly eat tree-based food, they tend 
to be larger than the predatory bats, do not use echolocation, and have larger eyes and a more 
pronounced muzzle for seeing and smelling flowers and fruit (Hall & Richards 2000, Hill & Smith 1984). 
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The third is a long geographical connection with Australian forests. Flying foxes are 
nomadic foragers, and undertake long journeys across forest canopies in search of 
nectar, pollen, and fruit. The three species in Brisbane exist across a broad and 
overlapping geographical range, shown in Figure 19. Individuals follow fairly 
idiosyncratic trajectories within this range, although knowledge regarding these 
movements is difficult to build7 (Roberts et al 2012b). The trajectories of populations 
are strongly influenced by the flowering patterns of the Australian forests across which 
they move, which include mangroves, dry sclerophyll/eucalypt forests, Melaleuca 
swamp and coastal rainforest. These patterns are in turn dictated by the Australian 
climate, which is very ephemeral. As a result, flying foxes must be highly responsive 
to unpredictable floral eruptions that occur after rain. Unlike migratory animals that 
follow predictable, seasonal patterns, flying fox movements are irregular and 
unpredictable.  
 
Figure 19 Map indicating general distributions of Grey-headed (grey line), Black (black line) and 
Little Red flying foxes (dashed red line) (Brisbane City Council 2010) 
                                            
7 Research using radio and satellite tracking technology indicates complex movements, with trajectories 
and distances varying considerably between flying fox species, populations and individuals. Current 
understanding of flying fox movements relies on satellite or radio tracking studies of a relatively few 
individuals. As an indication of the variation in individual flying fox movement, a 2012 satellite tracking 
study of 14 grey-headed flying foxes showed 5 individuals travelling 1,000 km in a period of 25 weeks, 
5 travelling 300 km during one month, and 1 travelling 500 km within 48 hours (Roberts et al 2012a, 
Roberts et al 2012b, Eby 1991).  
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Finally, as well as being aerial, arboreal, and nomadic, flying foxes form very tight 
social relationships with each other, forming close connections with communal roost 
sites (also known as ‘camps’) dotted across each species’ range (Hall & Richards 
2000, Snoyman & Brown 2010). All three species of flying fox roost together. Little is 
known about why they camp where they do, but they have been observed to 
demonstrate considerable fidelity to certain locations, with some camps continuously 
occupied by flying foxes for decades, even centuries (Richards & Hall 2012).  Thom 
van Dooren and Deborah Bird Rose (2012) describe these camps as storied places 
and “worlds of meaning” (p.16) embedded in the memories and activities, the futures 
and pasts, of the flying foxes. The composition of the camps is fluid, as nomadic flying 
foxes move in and out of them on their journey around their range. At times of food 
abundance or during breeding periods, certain camps may swell into the hundreds of 
thousands (Hall & Richards 2000, p.62, Eby 1991). Whereas individual flying foxes 
might spend only a few days at a particular camp, others have been observed at the 
same camps for much longer periods. Some may spend their entire lives in a relatively 
small geographical area (Jones 2013). While in the camp, flying foxes engage in a 
number of activities. Sleeping and grooming takes up a large part of a flying fox’s daily 
activity, but they also spend time interacting with each other. Female flying foxes give 
birth and rear babies, male flying foxes compete for territory, males and females breed 
with each other, and juveniles fight and socialise within smaller cohorts. They also 
communicate by way of thirty different vocalisations, a range of bodily postures, and 
through scent. Mature males during breeding season give off a particularly pungent 
musky odour (Hall & Richards 2000). 
Thus, the flying foxes that cross Brisbane skies each evening are emergent in many 
ecological circulations that flow in, out and around the city. They become-with the air 
through which they move, the flowers and fruit that they eat, the forests across which 
they forage, and, of course, each other as they collectively rest from their travels in 
roost sites scattered throughout their range. The Eastern water dragon, too, was 
emergent in ecological relations involving light and vision, vegetation and water 
bodies, colourful scales and behavioural displays, genealogies and social hierarchies. 
But as the Eastern water dragon became urban, it did so through the articulation of 
bounded – and horizontal - territories that fit neatly within the performance of urban 
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space. Flying foxes, on the other hand, inhabit the sky and the tops of trees, moving 
in a spatial plane well above that inhabited by walking, ground-dwelling humans. Even 
compared to those other familiar, aerial beings - the birds - the spatial separation 
between human and bat lives is unique in its completeness.  With rear legs for bipedal 
locomotion, birds retain a connection to the earth’s surface and many alternate 
between being above humans and being horizontal with them. Bats, on the other hand, 
have no capacity for bipedal locomotion. Their rear limbs are modified for gripping and 
when they are not flying, they hang from some form of support - a crag or a crevice, 
the eaves of a roof, or a tree branch. With no ability for walking, flying foxes rarely 
come to the ground, and their paths rarely cross with those of humans. A temporal 
difference adds to this disparity between humans and flying foxes. Humans are 
typically most active and able to see when it is light, and bats are most active in the 
near darkness or darkness, “little leathern-winged haunters of the summer twilight 
hours” (Morgan 1891, p.133).   
This separation greatly impacts the performance of everyday relations with flying 
foxes. Unlike other common wild animals in Brisbane, flying foxes will never be found, 
for example, scavenging food off picnic tables like Australian white ibis, living in rooves 
like brushtail possums, or attacking humans during the breeding season like Australian 
magpies. Nevertheless, as flying foxes become urban, they still have an unsettling 
effect on Brisbane’s topology.  On dusk, as their familiar, dogged silhouettes chart a 
passage across the evening sky, flying foxes draw the human gaze upwards. The city 
becomes more than just a closed, horizontal space. A new expanse – the city’s 
darkening firmament – opens up for Brisbane’s humans, just as their day’s activities 
are drawing to a close. These distant diurnal-nocturnal shifts, although upsetting to the 
bounded security of the city for humans, have often been described to me as one of 
the most ambient aspects of city life in Brisbane.   
The spectacle of nomadic flying foxes connects the city to flows and movements far 
beyond its boundaries. Deborah Bird Rose (forthcoming) describes how the flying fox, 
as it engages in its mutual relationships with flowering plants and the forest canopy, 
draws our attention to the “brilliant shimmer of the biosphere”, bringing us into “the 
experience of being part of a vibrant and vibrating world”. By connecting us to ancient, 
ancestral rhythms, flying foxes allow us to feel the “pulse” of the seasons, of rainfall, 
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and of flowering as their numbers swell and drop at certain times of the year, or when 
they swarm over particular trees. This could also be described as a combination of the 
flying fox’s ecological charisma, or the ways it dwells in the world and is known and 
knowable by humans, and its aesthetic charisma, or its ability to affect an emotional 
response. The flying fox’s shimmer can have both positive and negative effects, and 
as much as they inspire awe, they can also inspire fear and uneasiness. Flying foxes 
are always on the move, and while, according to David Pinder (2011), such forms of 
nomadism can provoke a sense of liberation in the city, they can also provoke 
resistance and the desire to control. The vertical quality created by the flying fox’s 
aeriality draws the eye up to the firmament, but it also has the potential to separate, 
splinter and to stratify (Graham & Hewitt 2012). As flying foxes challenge and expand 
human understandings of the city as a bounded, horizontal space, this is not always 
welcomed as a good thing.   
The difficulty seeing flying foxes can also make humans feel impotent and unsettled, 
and create exaggerated charismatic effects. When it is completely dark, and flying 
foxes can no longer be easily seen by humans, they can only be detected through the 
noises they make in the night: the crunch of leaves and branches when one lands in 
a tree top, the whir of wings cutting through the air, and the eruption of raucous 
squabbling when two or more find themselves on the same branch. In the block of 
units where I live – which is mostly bitumen and concrete - individual flying foxes will 
quietly hang and eat berries in the ornamental golden cane palms dotted around the 
property. When I walk near them to enter my place, they will startle, bursting out into 
the air, wings madly pumping to gain the lift necessary to clear the rooftops.  It is 
always unnerving, and I never fully trust that they won’t hit me. During the day, I also 
find plenty of evidence of the night’s hidden revelries: masticated fruit-pulp lies 
beneath trees, and faeces is splattered onto the front door, the walls, un-garaged cars,  
and laundry left out overnight.  
The uncertainty that flying foxes provoke may be exacerbated by a cultural history that 
has long used the appearance of bats to symbolise darkness, the night, and horror. 
As it is near impossible to discern flying fox faces in the darkness, it can be speculated 
that many Brisbane residents imagine flying fox faces resembling that of the microbat 
- small eyes, massive ears, pointy teeth and grotesque aural and nasal whorls.  The 
87 
 
 
form and movement of the bat-wing, with its spindly fingers and flexible, delicate skin, 
also makes bat aeriality more flickery, acrobatic and erratic. As the animals wheel and 
dip around in the air, they do not demonstrate the efficient and controlled aeriality 
epitomised by the soaring of many seabirds (Hedenstrom et al 2009).  This is reflected 
etymologically – the word ‘bat’ is derived from words meaning ‘to flap or flutter’, and 
the lyrical Old English term for bat, the “flittermouse” (Morgan 1891 p.133) 
encompasses not only the bat’s aeriality, but also its furry mammality.  
Multiplicities also bring an unsettling charisma to human-wildlife interaction and can 
threaten human imaginings of sanctity and safety in the city (Lorimer 2015). In 
Brisbane, when particular trees are in bloom or fruit, large numbers of flying foxes will 
swarm over them. If these trees overhang houses or paths, it can be scary to walk 
beneath them. The flying foxes circle around the trees trying to find purchase, and 
screech and fight with each other to find a vacant branch. They also defecate while 
flying, splashing anything and everything below. Many large flying fox roosts are also 
present in the Brisbane area. These day-time collectivities can be confronting in their 
size and noise. Flying foxes are described as being ‘probably the next most vocal 
group of mammals after the primates and cetaceans’ (Hall & Richards 2000 p. 65), 
and the camps ring with the nuanced vocalizations of flying fox sociality - guttural 
grunts, territorial shrieks, and mating noises. In addition, mature males also use strong 
musky scents to communicate, and when flying foxes are courting and mating, this 
smell can become extremely pungent and unpleasant to the human nose8.  
The discomfort of witnessing uninhibited swarms of flying foxes is increased 
exponentially by the relatively recent discovery that flying foxes can carry two zoonotic 
diseases that are potentially fatal to humans. Hendra virus is named after the inner 
Brisbane horse-racing suburb where it was discovered. It affects horses, manifesting 
as severe respiratory distress, fever, facial swelling, and muscle dysfunction, and was 
also found to transmit to humans via intimate contact with blood or saliva, causing 
severe influenza-like symptoms and often death (Field et al 2012). Within 18 months 
                                            
8 Once, when interviewing a flying fox carer, she introduced me to an adult male in care during mating 
season. From a metre or so away, the distinctively mammalian smell, which brought to mind rotting 
olives, hit me almost at the back of my throat and almost made me retch.    
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of the first case, investigators concluded that horses were contracting the disease from 
flying foxes, perhaps by grazing grass contaminated by their faeces. A vaccine is now 
available for horses, but to date 77 horses and 4 humans (often horse-owners and 
veterinarians who pneumatically contracted the virus through contact with infected 
horses) have died of the disease. In the process of screening flying foxes for Hendra 
virus, researchers also discovered a second disease, the Australian bat lyssavirus 
which is almost indistinguishable from rabies and is invariably fatal. Australian bat 
lyssavirus is transmitted from flying foxes to humans via a bite or a scratch, and is 
known to have resulted in three deaths (all contracted outside of Brisbane) since its 
identification. It is preventable with a rabies vaccination, that can be administered 
before or after exposure (Edson et al 2015).  Despite the availability of vaccines for 
both these diseases, the ability of flying foxes to act as vectors can result in extreme 
anxiety for humans. Hendra virus and Australian bat lyssavirus are frequently 
confused with each other, and there exists a persistent, but erroneous, fear that 
Hendra virus can be directly contracted by humans through interaction with flying fox 
roosts (Kung et al 2015). 
For many reasons, flying foxes in the city are what Law and Lien (2012) call, in the 
context of salmon aquaculture, “slippery”.  They are obviously and undeniably part of 
Brisbane, but they create a mercurial, capricious texture in the city as they fly out in 
search of food, swarm over fig trees and silky oaks, and burst unexpectedly from 
branches when they are disturbed. They do not directly address humans or work with 
them to articulate “shared lives” (Lestel and Taylor 2013). The contact zone formed 
with them is vast, knowledge cannot easily circulate, and there are few opportunities 
to “look back” (Haraway 2008, p.19) at each other, and weave mutual confidence or 
authority. Instead, flying foxes become urban in ways that almost seem to exclude 
humans as they follow their aerial, nomadic trajectories, caught in the thrall of flowering 
trees and their connections with each other. This does indeed de-territorialize the city 
for humans, drawing our attention to the pulses, flows and shimmers of a far bigger, 
and interconnected, world. When flying foxes become urban they unravel the edges 
of the city and weave them upwards into the sky and outwards into the surrounding 
forest. The human is no longer the centre. This can provoke awe and, sometimes, 
great love in humans. But it can also provoke uncertainty and discomfort.  Post-
89 
 
 
European settlement, flying foxes have had a troubled history with humans and are 
described as “some of the most reviled species of animals in the country” (Thiriet 2005, 
p.231), and an ‘unpopular’ urban animal (FitzGibbon & Jones 2006, Edson et al 2015, 
Kung et al 2015). Their right to live in Brisbane and other Australian cities, particularly 
in regard to their roosts, has been the subject of considerable contestation (Thompson 
2007, van Dooren and Rose 2012, Rose 2011). Demands to control them in urban 
space are regularly made to public managers9. As flying foxes become urban, they 
become controversial and enact a politics that is fraught and uncertain.  
4.2 The urban forest 
While flying foxes are clearly present and uninhibited in Brisbane, their futures are by 
no means secure. Since European settlement, the landscape that the flying foxes 
cross has significantly changed, with one of the most radical transformations being the 
widespread clearing of trees and other vegetation in order to develop land for 
economic purposes and residential areas. Since European settlement of Australia, 
approximately 50% of the country’s forest cover is either completely cleared or 
severely modified (Bradshaw 2012). It is estimated that, prior to settlement, 80% of 
Queensland’s land surface was covered with forests, scrublands and heathlands. In 
the last 50 years rapid land-clearing has occurred. From 1995 to 2005 (before the 
government introduced clearing restrictions), the State had the highest proportional 
forest clearance rates of any state or territory. Now, only 30% of Queensland’s land 
surface is forested (Australian Bureau of Rural Sciences 2010). In spite of this, 
Queensland still has the greatest extent of original forests (52 582 000 km2) of any 
state in Australia.  
As animals with close mutual relationships with Australian flowering trees, flying foxes 
have been without a doubt highly disadvantaged by deforestation. It has greatly 
reduced the area across which they forage, and has also destroyed roosting sites. As 
deforested land became co-opted for agriculture, flying foxes became doubly 
disadvantaged. Early last century, flying foxes were defined as an agricultural pest, 
and fruit growers and the government made concerted efforts to control and eradicate 
                                            
9 The management, control and exclusion of urban wildlife will be discussed further in Chapter 6.  
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them to protect fruit crops. Although these practices have been somewhat tempered 
with the legislative protections introduced for native animals, deforestation and 
persecution have not enhanced flying fox populations. Their future will also be 
negatively impacted by climate change. Flying foxes are very susceptible to heat 
stress and massive numbers can die during extreme heat events. This is particularly 
troubling given that flying foxes only have one offspring a year, and are thus very 
vulnerable to rapid population decline. In the last decade, worrying drops in 
populations of grey-headed flying foxes have occurred, prompting the federal 
government to list them as vulnerable under the Commonwealth Environment 
Protection and Biodiversity Act 1999. To date, there are few reliable population 
estimates for black and little red flying foxes, but given that they are also susceptible 
to habitat loss and climate change, these species are likely to also be vulnerable to 
similar declines (Thiriet 2005, 2010). 
Although flying fox lives are intimately shaped in their connections with the air through 
which they move, forests of ephemerally flowering trees in which they forage, and each 
other as they collectively rest from their travels, it is likely that cities will play a key role 
in the viability of populations in the years to come. Flying foxes have always been 
present in the Brisbane area, and would undoubtedly have ranged over the bush cover 
that existed prior to European settlement. This cover has changed significantly as the 
city of Brisbane has grown. Concerted clearing efforts, that continued right into the 
1990s, removed most of the original vegetation, leaving only 8% of that which existed 
prior to European settlement (Catterall and Kingston 1993). As original forest was 
cleared, however, a new, purposely grown “urban forest” took its place, shaped by the 
dominant aesthetic practices of the day (Plant 1996, Brisbane City Council 2014, also 
Jones and Instone 2016). Public plantings carried out in the new Brisbane municipality 
were designed to maximise amenity and symbolize the economic potential of the new 
city. Under the influence of landscape architects and the curator of the Brisbane 
Botanical Gardens, large, public ‘amenity trees’ – such as eucalypts, Bunya pines, 
flaming poincianas, purple jacarandas, frangipanis and huge weeping figs - were 
planted prominently along boulevards and streets. Household fruit trees were widely 
grown, and the ubiquitous backyard mango tree soon became emblematic of 
Queensland subtropical lifestyle (Buckridge 2012; Plant 1996). Later, Brisbane City 
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Council street tree plantings would continue to see a range of large trees - both native 
and introduced - planted in parks and public areas to provide shade. Later, as native 
nature became more valued, and tracts of remnant original forest became protected, 
extensive plantings of native tree species became increasingly popular both in public 
space and in private gardens, with grevilleas, bottlebrushes, eucalypts, and 
propagated rainforest trees, such as lillypillies, planted widely. Most recently, overt 
efforts on the part of the city council to expand tree coverage to 40% of the city, has 
resulted in a flurry of plantings. The ‘2 Million Trees’ project, for example, has seen 
endemic Brisbane tree saplings planted along re-habilitated wetlands, bikeways, 
roads and footpaths (Brisbane City Council 2014). As well as deliberate aesthetic 
plantings, introduced weeds and native regrowth also flourish untended along 
drainage creeks and wastelands. 
The unmistakeable presence of flying foxes in Brisbane attests to their ability to 
incorporate an eclectic “city forest” (Jones and Instone 2016) into their broader 
arboreal foraging relationships. This forest presents them with a smorgasbord of tree 
species. Some of these they might previously have encountered prior to urbanisation. 
Flying foxes, for example, can be seen and heard squabbling over cultivated flowering 
eucalypts like the ironbarks and bloodwood species, grevilleas like the silky oak 
(Grevillea robusta), and large native figs like the Moreton Bay Fig (Ficus macrophylla). 
Others may be urban cultivars of well-watered and fertilised rainforest trees. Lillypillies 
are popular with both urban landscapers and flying foxes. Golden pendas 
(Xanthostemon chrysanthus), endemic to tropical north-east Queensland and 
widespread in Brisbane after they were propagated and marketed at the World Expo 
88 because their dense, yellow, nectar-packed flowers evoked the Australian ‘green 
and gold’, are also a clear favourite of flying foxes. 
Other tree species in the urban forest, however, are novel additions to the flying fox’s 
diet. The Tipuana tree (Tipuana tipu), for example, is a hardy fast growing South 
American tree that was popularly cultivated by the Brisbane City Council as an 
ornamental street tree during the 1960s to 1980s. When they bloom, they attract 
swarms of flying foxes. In the winter months, the time of the greatest food resource 
bottleneck for flying foxes (Eby and Law 2008), introduced trees in the urban forest 
supplement the flying fox diet, particularly that of the black flying fox, which is 
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considered the species with the most general dietary preferences (eating fruit as well 
as nectar and pollen). There is some evidence that they survive the winter in the city 
eating the fruit of the Cocos palm (Syagrus romanzoffiana), a common garden palm, 
originally from Brazil (Queensland  Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry 
2013), the small yellow berries of various fast growing ornamental cultivars of the 
Duranta genus marketed in nurseries in Brisbane as ‘Geisha Girl’ and ‘Sheena’s Gold’, 
and the fruit of the Golden Cane palm (Dypsis lutescens), a common, low maintenance 
palm often grown around apartment blocks and swimming pools.  Chinese elm (Celtis 
sinensis) may also provide a reliable food source for these animals (Markus and Hall 
2004). This urban forest, borne through a combination of urban cultivation practices 
and hardy winter fruiting tree species allows at least some flying foxes to transcend 
the ephemerality of native forests and winter in the city. This may even be leading 
them into more sedentary modes of existence. As explained to me by a flying fox 
ecologist: 
…Black flying foxes, most of them are migratory and nomadic, but it really 
depends on the food source; the food source is what’s dictating their 
movements and where they are sedentary, that’s the reason.  [If] there’s a 
high diversity of food resources, which provides food for the animals year 
round…in urban areas like Brisbane, lots of exotic food, whether it’s cocos 
palms or figs, they’re watered, they’re fertilised, they’re providing this year 
round food supply and that’s what’s allowing those animals to persist there.  
Bobby, flying fox ecologist, interview, 16 April 2013. 
The urban forest may also be a factor in the Black flying fox’s expanding range. In 
the late 1920s, when Francis Ratcliffe (1931) was conducting the first widespread 
study on the flying fox in Australia, he noted that black flying foxes were 
predominantly tropical. He found no black flying foxes south of Rockhampton, which 
is approximately 600 kilometres north of Brisbane. Grey-headed flying foxes were by 
far the dominant flying fox in the Brisbane area at that time, with the very nomadic 
and nectar-reliant Little Red flying foxes forming intermittent swarms around the city 
when flowers were in bloom (Richards and Hall 2013). Analysis of historical locality 
records indicate, however, that in the past few decades, the range of the Black flying 
fox has steadily moved southward, some 1168 kilometres. Not only this, in the places 
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that they have moved to, Black flying foxes are out-numbering the Grey-headed flying 
foxes. These changes cannot be attributed to climate change or non-urban habitat 
loss alone, and likely arise through multiple factors, including the recently observed 
increases in both the grey-headed and the black flying foxes in urban areas (Roberts 
et al 2012a). In my discussions with flying fox ecologists, it has been suggested to 
me, though not published, that as the urbanised landscape expands up and down 
the eastern coast of Australia, a network of reliable urban vegetation is created, 
connecting the urban centres. This effectively allows the originally more tropical black 
flying fox to move into cooler environments and adopt more sedentary habits, riding 
out seasonal changes eating the fruits of the urban forest.   
Unsettling as their presence may be, the connections that flying foxes are forming in 
the city are of serious interest to ecologists. By becoming urban, flying foxes may well 
be achieving a precarious future in the face of significant adversity. It is these 
connections with the city that interest Jane, a 32 year old urban ecologist, completing 
research on the animals as part of her doctoral studies at the University of 
Queensland. Over 12 nights, I walk with her as she spotlights street trees in the oldest 
and most central suburbs of Brisbane, searching for foraging flying foxes. Jane is 
interested in what they are eating, and whether their diets are changing in line with the 
conditions of the city. With this she builds an understanding of how flying foxes adapt 
to the urban environment and how they become urban in line with the arboreal 
resources available to them.  
When we first meet, Jane describes to me how flying foxes present a ‘tricky’ problem 
for conservation. They are intensely disliked and persecuted animals, but they also 
urgently require some form of urban representation – a place inside of cities – to 
ensure them a future. Whereas the evolutionary biologist Simone described herself as 
a ‘pure’ scientist and a lover of questions, Jane describes her work in the following 
way: 
I wanted to do something that was a bit more applied, and I’ve always been 
interested in urban animals and why they’re here and the way people relate 
to them and the way they relate to people. Yeah, and I guess urban areas 
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now, the way we’re encroaching on native habitat… they’re going to have 
nowhere else to go cos we’ve chopped everything else down!  
…So, I guess it’s understanding how we can co-exist with native animals in 
an urban environment.…And I really do like urban ecology, and I suppose 
now most natural areas aren’t really natural…This is kinda like the ‘new 
nature’. I’m excited by the change. Jane, flying fox ecologist, interview, 23 
July 2012. 
By weaving chains of references with flying foxes, Jane doesn’t simply want to answer 
scientific questions. She wants to demonstrate the value of recombinant urban natures 
to flying foxes. She is not just in the business of making knowledge, but also in 
achieving forms of urban representation and conviviality (Hinchliffe and Whatmore 
2006, also van Dooren and Rose 2012). By seeking to understand ‘why they’re here 
and the way people relate to them and the way they relate to people’, Jane resists 
what Lorimer (2015) refers to as the “territorial trap” (p.162) of traditional conservation. 
This trap – mired in separationist understandings of nature as a pre-existing entity 
separate from the human - seeks to solve environmental problems, such as a loss of 
biodiversity, by enacting new forms of territoriality and “securing, policing, and 
legitimating a portfolio of protected areas” (ibid). This imagines cities as the opposite 
of nature, a “static regional topology” (p.164) that urban ecologists must counter by 
developing alternative ways of accounting for novel urban ecosystems and the 
geographies of wildlife in the city. This Jane expresses by connecting her work to well-
known Brisbane ecologist Tim Low (2002), saying that she is excited about working 
with the more fluid, mixed up topologies of ‘new natures’. In these new natures, she 
wants to do what Lorimer (2015) calls making “spaces for wildlife”. She seeks to 
account for flying foxes in urban ecologies, to show that they have a stake in urban 
life, that their inhabitation is meaningful, and that their presence can and should be 
fostered. At the same time, unlike Hinchliffe et al (2005) and the Birmingham voles, 
her task is not to make Brisbane’s flying foxes present in the city. That task is already 
done by the flying foxes themselves, every evening and at every roost site. Jane’s 
business is about accounting for that presence, showing how the city matters to them, 
and thus bringing flying foxes into relief as specifically urban animals.    
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As well as cordoning off and protecting sections of original nature, the territorial trap 
inherent in conservation can also manifest in performances that seek to value and 
preserve animals’ untouched, wild behaviour. Rather than simply leaving animals 
alone, these performances actually involve a great deal of active relating. In his study 
of the captive breeding of near-extinct Hawaiian crows, van Dooren (2016) notes the 
considerable effort that goes into producing “authentic” (p.29) crows, with habits and 
behaviour as close as possible to those that existed in considerable numbers prior to 
human interference. While acknowledging the need for captive breeding programs, 
van Dooren is uncomfortable with a performance that seeks to render crow identities, 
and ways of being in the world, static. Such efforts seek to “disavow the dynamism 
and change that is an inherent part of evolutionary and adaptive life forms” (p.37) and 
deny more emergent, and messy, forms of crow-ness. Throughout my research, I have 
felt similarly uncomfortable in the face of environmentalist discourses that seek to 
separate flying foxes out from the motley crowd of everyday urban wildlife and present 
them as somehow exceptional, displaced forest animals. In doing so, these discourses 
seek to render “life eternal in the greenwashed green infrastructure of prevalent 
approaches to green urbanism” (Lorimer 2015, p.176). These discourses are ill-
equipped to represent animals that are significantly changed from these imaginings of 
life rendered eternal, and the possibility that animals such as flying foxes might have 
multiple, emergent, urban identities. Biological definitions of change, the extent of 
which must be profound to really count, are also unable to account for the flying fox 
as an urban animal, as the animals’ behaviour and ecologies do not alter enough to 
count as adaption:      
[Flying foxes] haven’t adapted to the urban environment at all, all they’re 
doing is taking advantage of where the resources are. The only reason that 
there’s lots of urban flying foxes is that there are good places for them to 
eat. They haven’t actually changed their behaviour...and adaptation is a bad 
word because adaptation refers to evolutionary change….there’s only a few 
examples of adaptation [in Brisbane wildlife]. David, urban ecologist, 
interview 30 July 2013. 
As she attempts to account for how flying foxes respond to and become different in 
the city, Jane is necessarily pushing against some of the orthodoxies in her field. She 
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seeks to articulate flying fox identities that are fluid and emergent in their urban 
connections and engagements. Through these articulations of urban difference, Jane 
seeks to enact more workable relationships with flying foxes, in which urban space 
and access to the urban forest can be actively negotiated: 
Jane: … I’m quite interested in what they’re eating on urban streets, what 
people are planting in their front gardens, to see how reliant they are on 
exotic versus native plants and things that people plant that wouldn’t 
normally be there…[I’ll be] bringing it all together [to see how] people can 
plant to keep flying foxes in the city, or keep them in certain parts of the city, 
or…. 
Gillian: Or to keep them out?  
Jane: [Sighs] Yeah, that’s a really tricky question, that’s what people always 
ask me, but I don’t think you are ever going to be able to do that because 
people are just naturally planting things that they eat…I mean, people have 
gone back to planting native things. Then you’ve got all the parks are full of 
figs, that they’re really dependent on, and the parks are full of eucalypts…I 
think it would be pretty tricky to keep them out.…. It’s a bit tricky because 
they fly a long way every night and they can potentially go wherever they 
want really.  Jane, flying fox ecologist, interview, 23 July 2012. 
Both Simone and Jane are involved in what Hinchcliffe and Whatmore (2006, p.128) 
refer to as the ‘doing’, or the co-fabrication, of urban nature. For Simone, this is a 
laboratory-like nature, a robust nature whose circulations and flows can act as a model 
for understanding a more precarious nature outside. As Jane becomes an urban 
ecologist, she seeks to enrol the flying foxes into a project in which she can 
demonstrate, and solidify, their connection to the city forest. Jane hasn’t chosen an 
easy partner for this work. Whereas pragmatic Simone chose animals that she could 
stalk, catch, hold and photograph, Jane’s flying foxes move across great distances, 
achieve a vertical distance between themselves and the ground, and are active in very 
low levels of light. When we first met, Jane told me that she would have liked to have 
caught flying foxes using nets, and fitted them with a radio or satellite device to track 
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their aerial, nomadic movements. The expense of these technologies, coupled with 
the difficulty of catching and tracking enough flying foxes on-the-wing, however, made 
the exercise impractical. Instead, she ‘captures’ the presence of flying foxes across 
the urban forest in a different way. She uses her eyes and feet to survey sixty 250-
metre sections of streets in the oldest and most central suburbs of Brisbane over eight 
points in time (8 fortnight-long rounds of fieldwork between January 2012 and 2013). 
By walking along these streets and spotting flying foxes as they forage, Jane will 
convert her flying fox encounters into a geographic model of the animals’ movement 
in the urban canopy over space and time.   
As a volunteer research assistant for twelve nights of these systematic counts, I help 
Jane seek out flying foxes in urban trees, and together we spend lengthy periods 
staring upwards into the trees from the ground. The starting point of the process of 
translating animal into map is a sighting, a visual transaction. As it is dark, we carry 
high-quality LED (light emitting diode) lights designed for night time hikers, cyclists 
and runners to help us. Small, lightweight, and held in one hand, these lights emit a 
narrow beam of powerful, 700 lumen light, and allow us to discern life in the dark far 
better than a regular torch. As we walk along nature strips, parklands, shop fronts and 
residential front gardens, we stop underneath each tree, point our beam of light into 
the tree tops, and carefully trace along the branches and leaves, looking for the small, 
dark bodies of flying foxes. This requires us to adopt a rather awkward posture, and 
for the first few nights my neck is sore from craning my head upwards. Jane has shown 
me how to look for ‘eye-shine’, created when the spotlight reflects off a layer of tissue  
found in the eyes of nocturnal animals called the tapetum lucidum. Holding the light 
up to our own eye level ensures that the light travels directly from the torch to the 
animal’s retina, and then back to hit our own. A photo of Jane at work can be found in 
Figure 20.  
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Figure 20 Jane spotlighting for flying foxes (photo taken 11 December 2013) 
Flying fox eye-shine looks like an iridescent green glow in the dark and I find the forms 
of knowability enabled by this augmented encounter satisfying. Under the light, I can 
see the flying foxes staring back at us, hanging from the branches. I can make out the 
silky skin on their black wings, their fox-like faces (sometimes with a mouthful of fruit), 
their non-stop radar-like ears and their inquisitive eyes, personable and aesthetically 
pleasing. I can discern the differences between species, and can observe the odd, 
agile way they scramble along the branches of eucalypts. With Jane and her torches, 
flying foxes go from being distant, ephemeral, nightly shadows against the sky, to far 
more tangible things. The pleasure I experience at this is similar to the corporeal 
charismatic affect that Lorimer (2007) describes as jouissance. Jouissance is the joy 
that comes with identifying and classifying, or ‘the quiet sense of satisfaction one feels 
when the components of the world fit the units and schema you are familiar with’ 
(p.923). As humans on foot, on the ground, and with inferior night-time vision, the light 
is the only means these mobile, mercurial animals can be captured long enough to 
become research subjects. After several sightings, however, I realise that this pleasure 
is not mutually experienced. As Jane and I revel in another animal sighted, the animal 
itself does not share in the achievement. It has been hit in the eyes by our beam of 
light, and its excellent sense of sight and mastery of darkness has been disabled. 
Without the torch, flying foxes can no doubt survey all kinds of comings and goings on 
the streets below (including oblivious humans like me), but the moment when one 
becomes a subject to me, I have effectively removed any opportunity for me to become 
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a subject to it. This is not, thus, a moment of mutual attunement, but at least it is short-
lived. Unlike the water dragon that can be held in the researchers hands and rendered 
almost completely passive, once spotlighted the flying fox invariably flies away, 
withdrawing its availability to us and re-establishing its distant, vertical intangibility.   
Despite the brief moments when flying foxes come into relief for us, the task of 
mapping the flying foxes’ shimmery and transient ways of becoming urban to the urban 
forest is not an easy one. Flying foxes are, in Jane’s words, ‘tricky’ to work with, and 
she experiences a ubiquitous uncertainty regarding whether she has adequately 
captured flying fox presence on Brisbane’s city streets. Mercurial flying foxes are 
difficult to know around, and, using Jane’s methods, their translation into a robust link 
in a chain of scientific references is close to impossible. Unlike the water dragon 
ecologist, whose confidence working with water dragons was obvious, Jane 
experiences almost constant anxiety about the links in the knowledge she creates. 
What if there were flying foxes in the trees just before we arrived? What if there are 
flying foxes in the backyard of the houses, just beyond our view? How can we include 
the flying foxes that we hear just outside the research area, or see flying in the air?  
The only way that Jane can overcome this difficulty is to ground her data in the 
immoveable aspects of urban space, the things she can refer back to. Using a series 
of translational practices, she ties the flying fox’s nomadic shimmer to the city streets. 
For each sighting, she counts the number of footsteps between the point the flying fox 
was spotted and the closest road, recording the GPS coordinates as she stands in the 
middle of the street. This allows her to connect flying fox presence to Google maps 
and other geographical information. She also maps the urban forest, connecting flying 
fox presence to street trees. The knowledge Jane weaves with city trees gives her far 
more confidence, and as we walk, she demonstrates an impressive memory of the 
urban forest. She knows what trees are on which street, when they flower and fruit, 
and what animals she has seen in them. On the occasion when she is unsure of a 
species, she takes photographs of the leaves, flowers and fruit, and breaks off a 
sample to cross-check with a botanist with whom she works closely. She can also 
return to the parks and streets during the day to ground-truth the trees identity and 
exact location.  
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4.3 Temporary articulations 
Built for a life in the air and in trees, the flying fox’s spindly limbs, their elastic wings 
and delicate thumbs, fingers and toes makes it extremely vulnerable to a number of 
urban objects.  Flying foxes can get caught on barbed wire fences (especially those 
close to flowering and fruiting trees, or near water bodies) which can cause terrible 
abrasions, damage to the sensitive wings, and a slow death from shock and exposure 
(see Figure 21). Nylon and plastic netting thrown over backyard fruit trees by 
gardeners poses another risk. If the net’s aperture (the size of the holes between the 
weave) is large enough for a flying fox’s legs to go through, the bat can get horribly 
tangled, causing strangulation and the cutting off of circulation to the wing membranes. 
Flying foxes also perish by electrocution on power lines, and are susceptible to other 
dangers in the urban landscape such as dogs, cars, and flying into buildings. The black 
flying fox’s winter standby – the Cocos palm - also presents certain risks to these 
animals. The fruit can wedge itself behind the canine teeth, leading to a death by 
starvation, green fruit can be toxic, and flying fox claws can get caught in the cocos 
palm leaf sheath (Biosecurity Queensland, 2013). When death occur at times when 
mothers are carrying unweaned flying fox babies – these babies, unable to fly or live 
independently of the mother – will start to starve and drop to the ground.     
 
Figure 21 Black flying fox caught on barbed wire (Bat Conservation and Rescue 2013) 
Caught up in the apparatus of urban life, the flying fox can no longer achieve vertical 
distance in their encounters with humans. They are visible and accessible, and their 
injuries can elicit grief, fear, concern, and disgust in humans. Often, assistance from 
people with expertise in flying fox rescue and rehabilitation is sought, via wildlife 
rescue hotlines operated by the State government, the Brisbane City Council, and the 
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RSPCA. These, in turn, call upon a Brisbane-based non-profit organisation that 
specializes in the rescue and care of flying foxes. This organisation has around 150 
members, including veterinarians, people with environmental science and wildlife 
management qualifications, artists, and others. One or more of these members will 
attend to the incident and assist the injured flying fox and any baby flying foxes. The 
definition of Brisbane’s flying foxes as native wildlife, protected under nature 
conservation legislation, dictates much of what happens next. Under the Queensland 
Nature Conservation Act 1992, rehabilitators and carers of native wildlife are assessed 
and granted permission by the State government to undertake their activities. They 
must adhere to the rules outlined in the Code of Practice: Care of sick, injured or 
orphaned protected animals in Queensland (State of Queensland, 2013) which 
stipulates that care is only allowable in order to rehabilitate and return animals back to 
the wild, and that the ultimate goal is:  
… not to protect and preserve life at all costs. In this way, the objectives 
of wildlife rehabilitation are fundamentally different from those of human 
medicine. The rehabilitation and release of wildlife to the wild is the 
primary objective, but it must not be pursued to preserve the life of an 
animal at all costs, or to achieve broader conservation outcomes where 
the animal is subject to unjustifiable and unreasonable suffering. Wildlife 
care code of practice, original emphasis (State of Queensland, 2013 p. 
6)  
Caring for flying foxes is thus a biopolitical conservation practice, one in which human 
influence – or biopower (Foucault 1978) - is allowed to be exerted over wildlife with 
the primary purpose of maintaining their well-being and helping them regain a lost wild 
state. From the excerpt above, we can understand this state as designating an original 
and independent path, separate from humans, that the animal was following prior to 
the incident that interrupted it. It is also a condition to which an animal must eventually 
return, with the exertion of human biopower only feasible to foster this wild 
independence. This is also reflected in the rules regarding treatments allowable under 
the wildlife care code of practice, which must not jeopardize an animal’s physical 
autonomy. For example, pinning broken wing-bones is considered acceptable as it 
returns the wing to its original function and appearance, but bat carers cannot ask a 
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veterinarian to amputate a wing, remove an eye or amputate the rear limbs, other than 
a single digit (State of Queensland, 2013 p. 10).  Thus the objective of wildlife 
rehabilitation is starkly different to the that of domestication. For Australian native 
animals governed under the Nature Conservation Act, a lived in dependent relations 
with humans is not an option:   
If you’ve got a companion animal like a dog, and it loses a leg, well, a 
three-legged dog can live with the right family. A one-winged bat, it 
can’t live in the wild. It’s obviously been in the wild. It can’t fly. It can’t 
survive in the wild, and it would be cruel to let it die slowly. And it would 
be cruel to put it in a cage, because it’s never lived in a cage. So you’re 
actually better off killing the animal, and you do that in the kindest way. 
Bob, bat rescuer, interview, 7 August 2013  
The process of engaging injured and orphaned flying foxes in care relationships 
demands a great deal of time, material resources, energy and emotional fortitude on 
the part of the carers. Euthanasia is the most common outcome of flying fox rescues, 
and carers often relate the horrifying injuries and pain they encounter through their 
practice, such as burns from power lines, ripped wing membranes and smashed 
palates10 from barbed wire fences. Although small subsidies are available for their 
work through environmental grants and charitable donations, carers often also cover 
the costs of their work, including transport, equipment, specialist food supplies and 
medicine. The decision to expend such resources on a relationship that can end only 
in release or death cannot be made lightly.  As they related to me the reasons for doing 
their work, many carers expressed grief over the significant disadvantage to which 
human alteration of forest environments has placed flying foxes, and the desire to 
ameliorate the dangers presented to them in the resulting environments. In the quote 
below, a carer explains to me what motivates his work, distinguishing the human-made 
dangers of new environments as his primary concern:   
                                            
10 Flying foxes will often bite barbed wire in an attempt to free themselves from fences, which can 
result in dramatic and painful injuries as the wire skewers the animal’s mouth.  
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Gillian: ….is there something about rescuing them in an urban setting that 
[drives your dedication]? 
Rob: Well, it’s obstacles that we put in their way. In the middle of a 
rainforest [it] is natural… predation whatever…but 90% of what comes in 
[to care], it’s things that we’ve done. Not directly, but barbed wire, power, 
netting.…. If it’s the Powerful Owl that takes the flying fox, or it’s the carpet 
python, I look at that and go “that’s nature”. The barbed wire fence, the 
fruit netting, that’s us. We have created that… Rob, bat carer, interview, 
29 November 2014 
As Rob distinguishes death and suffering in nature from death in cities, I feel a little 
conflicted. On one hand, he reinforces the idea that humanized, urban ecologies are 
somehow exceptional to non-urban ones, and advocates an ethics based on the 
elevation of the natural and apparently untouched over the humanized and apparently 
corrupted.  On the other, my discomfort at Rob’s anthropocentric distinction is 
countered by relief and gratitude that people like him exist to help when animals 
become horribly mangled in the apparatus of the city.  Rob acknowledges horror both 
inside the city and out, but with his off-the-cuff delivery of the words “predation, 
whatever”, he reveals more about the ethical imperative that drives him. Rob feels no 
obligation to aid flying foxes when they become subject to the intentionality of the 
snake and owl, even when the outcomes in terms of suffering and death are 
comparable to that which a flying fox might experience as a result of fruit-netting or a 
barbed-wire fence. When flying foxes accidentally become materially entangled in 
human urban ordering practices, however, such as the protection of fruit, the transport 
of electricity, and the bounding of property through fencing, their suffering is the 
unacknowledged collateral damage of human intentionality and urban dominance. By 
intervening in these situations, Rob is acting to resist human dominance, and counter 
the processes whereby flying foxes become subject to humans. By helping flying foxes 
overcome urban obstacles, Rob practices a form of assisted synurbisation, to help 
foster the circulations of more-than-human life in the city. Rob’s care is a practiced 
obligation to synurbic animals, doing his part to help them navigate urban 
assemblages by returning them to the trees and the skies when mishap occurs.   
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As well as wanting to protect flying foxes from anthropogenic hazards, carers also 
derive a great deal of satisfaction from their practical engagements with the animals. 
This satisfaction goes beyond the furtive pleasure I experienced gazing at a flying fox’s 
face with the light of Jane’s spot light. It comes from an almost complete subversion 
of the typical, disparate relationships that humans have with flying foxes.  Once 
disabled by injury, flying foxes can be engaged with in daylight and on the same, 
horizontal, plane. Their bodies can be handled, their limbs manipulated, their faces 
seen up close, their injuries assessed. The availability required to enable such 
familiarity is not exactly voluntary on the part of the flying fox. It is achieved through 
very deliberate practices by the carer to elicit amenability, aided by a number of 
everyday domestic objects and technologies. Bird aviaries and plastic cat carriers are 
used to contain the flying foxes at various stages in their care, and to keep them low 
to the ground. Bandages, surgical gauze and Children’s panadol immobilize injured 
limbs, reduce infection, promote healing and lessen physical pain.  Towels, soft 
flannels and hot packs are used to comfort flying foxes (a towel for example can cover 
a distressed flying fox) and to reduce the unavoidable stress and trauma experienced 
by the flying fox as it grapples with being disconnected from its intended path. Very 
importantly, mandatory rabies vaccinations protect carers against the risk of Australian 
bat lyssavirus. As well as these technologies, carers provide flying foxes with food: 
milk for unweaned orphans, fruit bolstered with protein powders to aid healing and to 
placate adult flying foxes, and fruit juice upon rescue to provide comfort, energy, and 
hydration (see Figure 22).  
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Figure 22 Rescued black flying fox being given a drink of juice (Bat Conservation and Rescue 
2013)  
The sensory satisfaction gained from working with flying foxes in this way sustains 
carers as they navigate their difficult and often emotionally taxing work. Like the water 
dragons’ habituation, proximity enabled by injury and aided with various domestic 
technologies fosters a form of familiarity, allowing humans to know flying foxes better 
and to discern small differences in their physicality and temperaments. No longer 
distant collectives in the night sky, flying foxes in caring relationships become unique 
faces and, according to carers, distinct personalities. This ability to attune to and 
recognise difference becomes part of the corporeal charisma woven between carer 
and flying fox, similar to that which arose in the closer engagements between backyard 
water dragons and the humans who learned to share their space with them. With flying 
foxes in care, however, the pleasure of proximity is particularly intense, multiplied by 
the appealing cuteness of young flying foxes and the bright-eyed neoteny and cheeky 
demeanor of the older animals.  
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Figure 23 Two unweaned grey-headed flying foxes in care – their names are Frieda and 
Melinda (photo taken 29 November 2014) 
Orphaned, baby flying foxes, unable to eat solid food or fly, elicit particularly intense 
feelings of love, empathy and affection from carers. As evident in Error! Reference 
source not found., these babies have considerable visual appeal – soft fur, large 
eyes, delicate ears, and an arboreal, dog-like muzzle.  Carers enthuse about the 
power of the baby flying foxes’ beauty, and I was often encouraged to share in their 
admiration. This appeal extends beyond the visual. In a training workshop on caring 
for orphaned bats, a baby flying fox was passed around the group, and vaccinated 
participants were encouraged to ‘drink in’ the smell of the baby flying foxes, and listen 
to the sweet chittering noises that babies made to call for food from their surrogate 
mothers. To say that carers are influenced by this charisma is somewhat of an 
understatement. Its power is described as intoxicating, and first encounters with 
babies are described as epiphanies, sparking a lifelong desire to focus on and care 
only for flying foxes. As they talk about their work, carers often joke that they are ‘batty’ 
people, obsessive about flying foxes and disinterested in caring for any other native 
animals:  
….I just took one look at that face, the big brown eyes and those scrolly 
nostrils and…it was just this instant love affair with these animals. They have 
a grip on you. And they are just so individual, their personalities. Beth, bat 
carer, interview 29 November 2014 
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I’ve always adored bats, since I was a little kid… we used to lie on our 
trampoline and just watch them flying out. Outside my bedroom window, 
there was a massive mango tree and they’d be out there all night and we’d 
sit there with the torches and watch them. Then I became a [wildlife] carer. 
I started off with possums and joeys11…[and] I used to look at all these batty 
people and I’d think “How strange are they? They only care for bats. I 
wonder why that is.” And then I became a bat carer and the first baby season 
I was just smitten. I saw the face and I thought “Oh my god, you are the 
most gorgeous creature”. Candice, bat carer, interview 5 April 2014 
The intense desire in humans to protect and to care for flying foxes is provoked and 
sustained in the interplay of the carers’ obligation to assist the flying fox’s 
synurbisation, and the considerable charismatic rewards they gain when in proximity 
with them. The Queensland government’s wildlife care code of practice demands that 
carers negotiate this interplay to promote a form of rehabilitative change. Proximity is 
managed with the ultimate aim of healing and the re-establishing of distance. Just as 
the courteous articulation of territory between humans and habituated water dragons 
is an achievement spun between them, the practice of care and re-distancing requires 
a careful and co-ordinated choreography that, to be successful, sees both humans 
and flying foxes change. One of the first requirements for flying foxes in the biopolitical 
game of care is to become available and to respond to the human intentions to which 
it has become subject. Unlike the vertical inscrutability that flying foxes maintain when 
healthy, according to carers, injured flying foxes can be highly receptive to acts of 
caring: 
You get this animal that is stuck on the barbed wire fence, the netting or 
whatever, and you get there, you wrap them, you give them that drink, and 
within minutes it’s just like this light turns on and they’re like “Oh”, and they 
just don’t seem scared. Very quickly, they become trusting…. They take 
advantage of the situation. They work out very quickly that we’re doing nice 
things – we’re giving them yummy drinks, we’re taking away the pain, we’re 
giving them yummy food. Within hours, some of the big adults, they’ll take 
                                            
11 Colloquial term for baby kangaroos 
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fruit from your fingers…while a possum, well, it’ll still go for your jugular six 
weeks later [laughs].  Pru, bat carer, Interview 29 November 2013 
As trust lubricates the chains of knowledge that form in care, flying foxes, like 
Rosenthal’s rats (Despret 2006), can be said to authorize the carer and the power they 
are exercising upon them. Again, carers gain satisfaction at witnessing a flying fox 
heal and grow in confidence in response to their efforts. With euthanasia the only 
alternative should a positive response not be achieved, they look hard for signs of one. 
At a bat care workshop, one carer described a flying fox, whom she called ‘Lazarus’, 
who came into care with horrific barbed wire tearing to its wing membranes. The 
animal’s injuries were so severe that many would have euthanised it, but the carer 
spotted how relaxed the animal appeared at being handled (she even speculated 
whether it might have been a hand-reared orphan). Knowing that wing membranes 
have an incredible potential for healing, she decided to begin an intense period of care. 
Over the weeks that followed, the flying fox lived up to his name, and was eventually 
released. But in telling this story, the carer also issued a caveat: this won’t work with 
“stressy” animals, only animals who demonstrate their amenability and openness to 
the demands of the care relationship.  
While the first requirement is becoming available, the second requirement of the care 
relationship is the ability to detach. Under environmental legislation, wildlife care is 
only a temporary arrangement. Carers must eventually disengage from flying foxes so 
that they can return to their original, wild path. As seen in the previous chapter, 
detached relationships between humans and wildlife are not the opposite of engaged 
ones. Distance is a deliberate cultivation, a more-than-human game in which, prior to 
injury, the flying foxes were the masters. In the care situation, distance is instigated by 
the humans. For most adult flying foxes, release back to the wild is a relatively simple 
affair. After being assessed as fit for the wild, the carer takes the flying fox close to an 
existing suburban flying fox colony, lets it go, and off it flies into nearby trees and on, 
eventually, to the colony. It readily re-establishes its connections to the sky, to trees, 
and to other flying foxes.  For orphans that have been hand reared in the homes of 
flying fox carers, swaddled with flannel, and fed with a bottle, a more careful, co-
ordinated process of re-wilding is required. First, cognitive and emotional bonds woven 
between humans and baby flying foxes must be loosened, with reared flying foxes 
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encouraged to forget their connections to humans, human food and their experiences 
of care. One of the first steps in detachment takes place when the baby is between 10 
to 12 weeks old, and carers begin to mimic the actions of a flying fox mother by 
withdrawing contact as the baby begins to wean: 
….Once they start weaning, the mothers in the wild start to close their wing 
[the nipple is under the wing] and go like “Get off me!”…. When they’re 
young you smother them a little, cos that’s what happens in the wild, and 
then you start weaning them….you don’t touch them anymore…Rob, bat 
carer, interview, 29 November 2014 
At 12 to 16 weeks old, flying foxes leave the intense one-on-one environment of home 
care, and are transferred to what is referred to as a crèche, or release cage, along 
with up to 200 fellow human-reared flying foxes. There, they are expected to socialize, 
to become less human and more flying fox, by transferring the bonds previously 
reserved for their carers onto their peers.  Depending on the number of babies that 
enter care in the breeding season, the transferral of young flying foxes into the crèche 
cage can occur in two to four batches. These are emotional times for carers, as they 
say goodbye to the animals that have been a cherished object of much attention in the 
previous weeks. It is also the time when any failures in their endeavours to gradually 
loosen the bonds of care will become apparent.  If they have been inadequate, the 
flying fox will react badly to the cage, the implications of which can be grave:   
If you don’t naturally follow that withdrawal process - and you have to dictate 
that, because they will want you if they could - they become so human-
dependent that they become unrelease-able. So what happens is you go to 
a release cage, it’s intake day, everyone shows up, the kettle never stops 
boiling, you make coffees, eat cake, chuck the babies in and they all play 
with each other. And you might get that one baby…voom! stuck to the door, 
screaming for hours for its ‘mum’. It’s almost impossible to break. What 
would happen if that animal is released, if a bat flew up and latched onto 
[someone] screaming for its mum, claws into [someone’s] face? It will be 
euthanized, it will be in the media, the health department would be involved, 
so we just don’t want that. Rob, interview, 29 November 2013. 
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Once in the cage, additional re-wilding practices are carried out. These practices are 
intended to further unravel the circulations of trust and care that have been woven 
between human and flying fox to facilitate healing. Like the gradual withdrawal of 
maternal bonds, a careful approach is taken. Volunteering to chop fruit over several 
weekends on a property in an outer Brisbane suburb owned by members of the bat 
rescue organisation, I participated in a ‘soft’ release of a group of reared bats into a 
nearby wild colony. About 70 teenaged flying foxes were kept in a purpose built creche 
cage on the property, which measured approximately 20 by 6 metres with removable 
panels running down one side. At the beginning of the process, fruit baskets and toys 
hung from the top of the cage, and together the volunteers prepared a rich selection 
of chopped up fruit for their wards – grapes, apple, persimmon, watermelon, bananas 
and more – which we boosted with a specially formulated protein powder. As we 
fostered physical strength in the flying foxes with this concoction, we set out to dissolve 
any remaining cognitive bonds between the flying foxes and ourselves. No longer was 
I encouraged by the carers to engage with the younger bats (by looking at, listening to 
and even smelling them). At the creche cage, we are told not to even talk to the bats, 
with signs on the door of the cage reiterating that trust must be severed, and distrust 
established, if the bats are to be adequately re-wilded (see Figure 24).  
 
Figure 24 Signs at the entrance of the flying fox release cage. Small text in the bottom sign reads 
“Bats MUST become frightened of humans. When putting up fruit their lives depend on you 
frightening them. Make this happen” (photo taken 20 February 2014) 
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After three weeks in the release cage, socializing with one another, and being scared 
by carers, the selection of fruit given to the animals becomes a little more frugal, 
although the quantities are still generous. One evening, the panels along the side of 
the cage are removed, and the flying fox juveniles are allowed to exit the cage. The 
side of the cage is left open, so that during the night, the flying foxes can make their 
way to the wild colony residing nearby, or return back to the release cage. This 
continues for several nights. The young flying foxes are cautious, and many stay near 
the cage, roosting together by day in the shrubs nearby. Food is still offered to them 
over the next two weeks, but it is hung outside the cage in the early evening. Over the 
fortnight, the quantity is reduced, and a less varied spread offered, only apple without 
protein powder. The flying foxes come down to the apple as the sun sets, and then 
leave to make their way around the urban canopy with the wild flying foxes. Gradually, 
the food stops and what were hand-reared flying foxes are weaned not only from milk 
but from relationships of care. No longer horizontal with each other, humans and flying 
foxes have successfully, and deliberately, detached from one another. The temporary 
proximity, and mandatory distance, decreed under environmental conservation 
legislation has been successfully enacted, and the flying foxes have returned to the 
sky, continuing their lives as wild transients moving across Brisbane’s urban forest.  
4.4 Discussion 
There are no easy answers when it comes to living with flying foxes. In this sense, 
they are the quintessential pin-up animal for a cosmopolitics of urban wildlife in the 
Anthropocene: transient but clearly present, wild but increasingly dependent, loved 
and hated, robust and also heart-breakingly fragile. As flying fox, forest, and urban 
trajectories become entangled, forging a workable urban future together requires all 
parties to stay with what seems an almost insurmountable trouble (Haraway 2010). In 
this chapter, my second game story has followed what happens when flying foxes 
become urban, incorporating the city’s urban trees into their broader foraging range. 
Drawing on Deborah Bird Rose’s evocative term for the flying fox’s ecological 
charisma, I have explored how the animals bring shimmer to the city, swarming and 
revelling in the urban forest and drawing human eyes up to the sky every evening. 
This is a spectacle quite unlike the water dragon’s, whose ecological luminance is 
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woven easily and un-controversially into everyday urban negotiations with humans. 
Instead, while urban flying foxes are readily discernible, they remain inscrutable, 
unfamiliar and unknowable. They exhibit no observable physical or behavioural 
changes as they become urban, and their shimmery brilliance de-territorializes and 
transcends the city, pointing to ancient, ancestral mutualisms that fly in the face of 
human assumptions regarding their mastery of urban space.  
The ability of the flying fox to be visible yet unfamiliar makes it a controversial urban 
animal. Many humans contest the animals’ presence in the city - considering them 
dirty, diseased, and dissolute – while well-wishers make counter-claims that elevate 
the flying fox to the timeless and eternal, only taking refuge in the city as their lives 
outside become increasingly imperilled. While I am aware that a considerable debt is 
owed to flying fox advocates, in this chapter I have begun to consider the possibilities 
to be found in moving beyond representations of urban flying foxes as ecological 
refugees, albeit deserving of compassion as they flee from an embattled pre-existing 
nature. This chapter has shown how trying to make flying foxes urban, as Hinchliffe et 
al (2005) sought to make water voles present, is very difficult. The animals make for 
difficult scientific colleagues, giving very little to the scientific relationship. Their 
trickiness confounds a novice urban ecologist as she labours with the task of 
articulating their dependencies on the urban forest. While the water dragons in the 
previous chapter exercised synurbisation as a ‘partial connection’ (Strathern 1991) 
selectively withdrawing from urban relationships when life with an evolutionary 
ecologist became a little too close, flying foxes take this to the next level, moving in 
and out of the city and becoming urban transiently within an assemblage that also 
contains strong connections with flowering trees and to each other. Perhaps better 
ways of living with flying foxes are to be found in acknowledging that these animals 
are unavoidably tricky and shimmery, that our relationships with them will always be 
slippery. A solid constituency for flying foxes as synurbic animals will be hard to pin 
down. Relationships with these changeable animals will always involve “risky 
attachments” (Instone 2015).  
Accepting the inherent difficulty of our relationships with flying foxes may actually be 
a necessary step in finding workable ways to live with them. The imperative to do this 
can only grow. The animals have always moved around the area known as Brisbane, 
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and have persisted despite significant changes to the forest with which they have 
formed deep ecological connections. They have proven capable of incorporating the 
city’s cultivated subtropical trees – the urban forest – into their aerial, nomadic and 
unpredictable trajectories. These small but important urban mutualisms are likely to 
play a crucial role in the animals’ survival as temperatures rise, urban centres expand 
and more forest outside of cities is removed.  This chapter explored the significant 
work done by flying fox carers as they expertly work with the animals’ mercuriality. 
Dazzled by their up-close charisma, they work diligently to rehabilitate the animals and 
return them to the forest. They do this not just for the satisfaction of working with 
animals so aesthetically pleasing, but also to address the thoughtless violence 
enacted upon flying foxes as a by-product of human ordering practices in the city. 
When the animal’s nomadic trajectory is interrupted, the injured flying fox is contained 
and cared for in the human domestic realm. In this setting, the flying fox becomes 
highly available and responsive. Carer and flying fox work together to promote healing, 
and then eventual detachment, negotiating a path from distance to proximity, from wild 
to tame, and then back again.  
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5 Disruptive cultivations with Australian white ibis 
Not so long ago, small numbers of Australian white ibis (Threshkiornis molucca) were 
known to occur seasonally around Brisbane’s coastal flats, creeks and freshwater 
lagoons (Meyer-Gleaves & Jones 2007). At this time, the sight of the birds would have 
been unusual, and presented a delight for urban bird-watchers (Woodall 1985). At 
some stage after the 1970s, however, ibis populations in urban areas began to 
increase, not just in Brisbane, but in city centres up and down the east coast of 
Australia (Ross 2004). Ibis became regular visitors to built-up, inner city areas, public 
squares, and open-air shopping malls. Their distinctive black heads, white plumage 
and sickle-shaped bills have become an undeniably familiar sight in the ebb and flow 
of Brisbane’s civic spaces. There, the birds forage, unperturbed by the numerous 
tourists, office workers and shoppers.   
 
Figure 25 Australian white ibis by a water fountain in the Queen Street Mall, Brisbane (photo 
taken 14 January 2016) 
While many older residents can recall a time when the Australian white ibis was not a 
ubiquitous city animal, it is difficult to pinpoint the exact moment that it became so 
familiar. Few records exist. What is clear, however, is that through this process, the 
birds have become the subject of considerable disdain and ridicule from human 
residents (Berton 2010). They are often described as a pest, and their presence in the 
city a nuisance. In this chapter, I argue that this treatment of the ibis’ synurbisation is 
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rooted in the same politics of human transcendence that has permeated accounts of 
my previous case study animals. Within this politics, the water dragon’s synurbisation 
was presented as involving the loss of an original, non-urban condition in order to 
tolerate the presence of humans. Inscrutable flying foxes were presented as being 
somehow exceptional to the city, and of not being really urban, and thus were only 
ever granted a conditional urban constituency. In this chapter I will explore how, as 
ibis flourish openly, even wantonly, in the civic spaces of the city, this is construed as 
a complete defection from an original nature that exists outside the city. As ibis become 
urban, they are treated as if they were “nicheless” (Haraway 2008, p.37), a native 
aberration and pest (McKiernan & Instone 2016), breeding out of place and out of 
control.   
In this chapter, I will tell a more generous story about the ibis’ urbanisation, pointing 
out how it does not make them nicheless, but points to an extraordinary ability to 
straddle multiple niches and to master changing, fluid ecologies. I demonstrate how 
the ibis’ success in the city is not simply the result of human interference or the bird’s 
ability to travel long distances, but its uncanny attentiveness to nutritional gluts, and 
ready experimentation with the ebbs and flows associated with human food 
consumption. As ibises learn to be affected by human food, they indeed defect from 
old ways of doing things, entering highly-trafficked, public spaces, and approaching 
humans directly for food. As ibis do this, they infringe on human intentions for clean 
and modern civic spaces. Humans respond by drawing ibis into discourses that paint 
them as dirty and dissipated urban pests. In the latter part of this chapter I explore how 
more fruitful directions for living with ibis are made possible in approaches that refuse 
ibis-as-pest narratives, and attempt to understand the city as an ecological refuge for 
them (McKiernan & Instone 2016). I argue, however, that there may also be 
possibilities in developing the idea of dissipated, defective ibis as becoming ‘absolutely 
urban’. Can we not argue that, by doing so, the ibis enlivens the flows of urban excess 
in ways that provoke new ways of performing civic spaces? With ibis, humans are 
made more attentive to their own role in urban ecologies and material flows, and, while 
this is often done begrudgingly, in small pockets of Brisbane it is being joyously 
embraced as an emblem for collective urban opportunity. The ibis, thus, not only 
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provokes cosmopolitical reflection on how cities are created and inhabited by non-
human others, it may also be pulling humans towards better urban futures.    
5.1 Following flow 
The Australian white ibis is a medium sized bird, approximately 65 centimetres from 
the tip of its beak to its toes, and weighing up to 2.5 kilograms. Males and females 
appear similar, with white feathers to most of the body, a black, featherless head, red 
stripes on the nape of the neck, and a distinctive, down-curved black beak. Their 
primary feathers have black tips, and the tertiary feathers are wispy and black, giving 
the impression, when the wings are folded, that the animal has a black tail. During 
breeding, tracts of scarlet skin extending from the underwing to the outer breast can 
be seen when the animal is in flight (Murray 2005). Australian white ibis have strong, 
broad wings, and are capable long-distance fliers. Flocks cut striking silhouettes in the 
daytime sky, and sometimes fly in a V-formation. On the ground, they walk slowly, and  
long legs and large feet with splayed toes.  
     
Figure 26 Australian white ibis in flight (ABC 2011)  
Being birds, Australian white ibis share a number of bodily features with all members 
of the taxonomic class Aves. All birds have forelimbs which, through a long process of 
evolved locomotion through the air, perform the function of wings. Specialised 
feathers, also unique to birds, cover the wing and fulfil many of the necessary 
mechanics of flight, as well as playing a role in display and insulation (Hill & Smith 
1984). A third unique avian structure, the beak, is used to hold and manipulate items 
such as food and nesting materials and has speciated into a variety of forms (Kaplan 
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& Rogers 2001). The rear limbs of birds, while not unique in themselves, retain a 
crucial connection to the ground or to other surfaces, and enable a secondary form of 
bipedal locomotion – walking, swimming, or running. Dual locomotion, coupled with 
their specialised beaks, allow the birds to pursue multiple biological possibilities. They 
are not only adapted to an aerial life, but often become highly specialised to terrestrial 
or aquatic ecologies too. 
The Australian white ibis belongs to the avian family Threshkiornithidae, a family which 
contains 23 species of ibis and six spoonbills. Five members of the family 
Threshkiornithidae occur in Australia, three of which are ibis: the Australian white ibis, 
along with its close relative, the straw-necked ibis (Threskiornis spinicollis) and a more 
distant relative: the glossy ibis (Plegadis falcinellus). In broader ornithological terms, 
Australian white ibis are classed as water birds: birds that are dependent, at least for 
some part of their lifecycle, on the presence of freshwater wetland ecosystems 
(Kingsford 1991). While the geographic, hydrological and physio-chemical character 
of wetland ecosystems vary enormously, waterbirds often develop a number of similar 
corporeal and behavioural adaptations to allow them to move amphibiously across the 
land/water/air interface (Kingsford 1991, Kingsford & Norman 2002). Australian white 
ibis, which wade in the muddy shallows, have large splayed feet that distribute their 
weight and prevent them from sinking into wet soil. Their long legs hold their bodies 
above the surface of the shallow water and keep their feathers dry, and their heads, 
absent of feathers, can be dipped beneath the water surface when foraging without 
becoming sodden. Their long beaks probe mud and waterlogged grasses, and contain 
sensory tissues that allow them to feel for invertebrate food such as yabbies, worms, 
and insect larvae, unseen beneath the surface (Cunningham et al 2010). Not confined 
to the aquatic realm, they can readily move into areas adjacent to saturated zones, 
such as riparian grasslands and paddocks, where they use their beaks to jab and peck 
at grasshoppers and other insects.  
As highly mobile waterbirds, all three species of Australian ibis disperse widely across 
large areas12 (Murray 2005, Martin et al 2010) to find suitable watery habitats to feed 
                                            
12 Banding studies show individuals can achieve overall flight distances of up to 3218 kilometres 
(Carrick 1962). 
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and breed. They are found throughout Australia and also venture into Papua New 
Guinea. The massive Murray Darling Basin, however, is recognised as particularly 
important for all species of ibis in Australia (Brandis et al 2012, Marchant and Higgins 
1990). This basin is bordered along its eastern edge by the Great Dividing Range, 
which separates the basin topologically from the coastal catchments. Whereas rain 
falling east of the range travels relatively quickly over the short, steeper gradient from 
mountains to sea, water falling west of the ranges meanders slowly west-to-south-
west through the interior of the country, before emptying into the Great Southern 
Ocean near Adelaide. On its journey, much of this water will run through a series of 
ephemeral, shallow, alluvial river beds and flat flood plains, eddying and pooling in the 
lowest lying areas to create a peppering of wetland areas, including the Macquarie 
Marshes and the Narran Lakes. The nature and extent of these wetlands is in constant 
flux – growing and shrinking in response to what is known as the most variable and 
intermittent rainfall in the world. Regular dry periods will see wetland areas shrink to 
only a few small waterholes, while dramatic events of heavy and prolonged rain can 
see massive quantities of water inundate the desiccated plains and alluvial river beds. 
The previously arid landscape becomes transformed into a series of lush marshes, 
mudflats and shallow, temporary lakes (Kingsford 2002).  
Flourishing in such a changeable environment requires lifeforms to respond to ‘boom 
and bust’ climatic events (Robin & Joseph 2009), and animals display skills for doing 
this in several ways (Mitsch & Gosselink 2011). For mobile animals, such as 
waterbirds, inland patterns of boom and bust catalyse movements across the 
landscape. When rainfall in inland areas is low, inland waterbirds – including Australian 
white ibis – will typically spend dry periods in small colonies around permanent wet 
areas (Kingsford 1991, Kingsford & Norman 2002), or move into coastal areas 
(Woodall 1985, Carrick 1962, McKilligan 1975). In flood, however, hundreds of 
thousands of birds will flock to the newly inundated areas, to feed on the biotic glut 
that occurs when previously dry soil – rich with nutrients and dormant microorganisms 
– become freshly saturated.  It is not known how waterbirds know when inland areas 
many hundreds of kilometres away are experiencing flooding, but when they do, bird-
watchers and ornithologists observe that permanent wetlands will be largely 
abandoned in favour of the intermittent, transient bounty of the floodplains (Kingsford 
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et al 2010, Carrick 1962).  As well as being able to move in response to flood, some 
water birds – including the Australian white ibis – reproductively respond to ‘boom’ 
conditions. Flooding can trigger birds to have more clutches, or to increase the number 
of eggs they lay in each clutch. This increases the number of young birds that will 
reach fledgling and adult stages (Carrick 1959, Martin et al 2012, Smith 2009).  
Early last century, ornithologists were eager to promote the birds’ keen 
responsiveness to flooding and nutritional gluts. The ibis’ ability to move into 
grasslands and predate on the inevitable insect booms that occurred with flooding was 
promoted as a boon to agriculture. Ibis became the “Farmer’s Friend” (Pennycook 
1930), and the object of some sentimentality in the pastoral art of the time. In 1917, 
Australian wildlife writer and ornithologist William Henry Le Souëf wrote of the value 
of the bird to grazing and farming endeavours. Even the massive breeding rookeries 
that resulted in association with flooding he considered beneficial:  
It is impossible to estimate the value of the good work these birds do for the 
grazier and farmer; it is beyond our comprehension. Last season was a wet 
one in southern Australia, and the Ibis took full advantage of it and nested 
in many places – probably considerably over one million of these splendid 
birds were added to the Ibis population of Australia. The birds fly well and 
strongly, and often at a great height, and they are probably, without 
exception, the most useful birds Australia possesses (Le Souëf 1917, p.95) 
In an article in the Argus, Pennycook (1930) encourages farmers to consider the ibis’ 
ability to swarm a quality that makes them perfect allies on the front-line of Australia’s 
agricultural expansion:  
A friend of mine…planted a paddock with winter feed for his dairy cows. 
Going out one morning to inspect his crop, which was looking extremely 
promising, he was disgusted to find that it had been invaded by a plague of 
caterpillars, which were literally in millions. He remarked to his wife, who 
was with him “We shall have no cream this winter, as there will be no green 
feed for the cows.” It was humanly impossible to do anything to save the 
crop. He was reckoning without his ibis friends, however. During the same 
120 
 
 
evening he was delighted to see about a dozen of them feeding on the 
caterpillars, which they had just discovered. The next morning they were 
back again with several thousands of their friends. These promptly formed 
up into a line like a regiment of soldiers right round the crop, and, marching 
about 2ft apart, proceeded to destroy the enemy….in 48 hours there was 
not a sign of a caterpillar to be seen. A valuable crop was saved, and my 
friend, needless to say, is what every man, whether on the land or not, 
should be, a keen bird protector (Pennycook, 1930)  
However, as agriculture in inland Australia expanded, the circumstances affecting the 
ibis’ status as an agricultural ally began to change. While human-led alterations to the 
flooding regimes in the Murray-Darling were initially small, and mostly focussed on 
protecting new settlements from flooding, around the middle of the last century far 
larger quantities of Murray-Darling water became diverted for human purposes (Robin 
and Smith 2009, O’Gorman 2012). Large-scale engineering projects were 
implemented. While these assured more reliable water supplies upstream for the 
irrigation of introduced commercial crops, such as cotton and rice, the implications 
downstream were substantial, diverting vast quantities of water into storages and 
dams prior to it reaching the floodplain. In the Condamine-Balonne catchment, one of 
the most developed catchments in the Murray-Darling system and one which directly 
channels into the Murray-Darling floodplains, water diversion projects13 have the 
potential to harness and hold 1790 gigalitres of water14.  
With the increased diversion and control of water in the upper sections of the Murray-
Darling tributaries, concerns were raised regarding the impacts downstream. 
Rangeland farmers, dependent on seasonal flooding for the growth of stock feed, 
became increasingly vocal about the impacts of lost floods on their livelihoods, and 
ecologists became concerned for inland wetland areas such as the Narran Lakes and 
                                            
13 These projects include small scale private irrigation projects completed in the 1950s, the massive 
Queensland-sponsored St George Irrigation project, the construction of the Beardmore Dam in the 
1970s, and the development of large, corporate off-river storages to divert floodplain water in the 
1990s. 
14 For perspective, one gigalitre is roughly equivalent to 400 Olympic-sized swimming pools.  
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the Macquarie Marshes. The importance of flooding to water birds was highlighted, 
and, as early engineering projects were rolled out in the Condamine-Balonne, the 
fragile but symbiotic relationships formed between Australian ibis species and 
Australian agriculture were held up as an example of what was at stake (Carrick 1959). 
Later, as ecologists called for water to be released from storages into the Murray-
Darling system, they highlighted the ibis’ vulnerability to extinction and dependence 
upon ephemeral wetlands. The Murray-Darling wetlands were held up as a “breeding 
stronghold” (Kingsford et al 2011 p. 489) for colonies of these birds (see also Kingsford 
et al 2010, 2012).   
Concerns regarding the extent to which water has been diverted and stored for 
agricultural purposes in the Murray-Darling system were, for the most part, well-
founded. The management of this basin continues to be an important and divisive 
issue in Australian environmental politics, and the impact of lost flooding on wetlands 
has been profound. The Narran Lakes, for example, has experienced an estimated 
58% reduction in its average annual flows due to upstream development in the 
Condamine-Balonne. Historically filling every two years, recently this has only 
occurred every four (CSIRO 2008). This reduced flow has had troubling impacts on 
waterbird communities. The number of years in which the Narran Lakes, for example, 
has been sufficiently inundated to support a breeding eruption in colonial waterbirds 
has dramatically decreased (CSIRO 2008). Accordingly, many inland water bird 
populations have declined and, in some ways, the Australian white ibis is no exception. 
Inland breeding regimes have changed and large breeding colonies of the species 
have become rarer in significant breeding sites such as the Macquarie Marshes and 
the Narran Lakes (Kingsford et al 2010). The Australian white ibis has also been 
unable to thrive around the dams and water storages now peppering the landscape 
as other water birds have15.  
                                            
15 Artificial water bodies have allowed some waterbirds to persist in the landscape despite decreased 
flooding regimes. However, permanent dams are generally too deep, and their banks too steep, for an 
ibis to forage effectively. It is better suited corporeally to the muddy shallow created by inundation in 
flatter land. 
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However, while the negative effects on inland ibis populations seem clear, instead of 
going down with the ship as their original habitat declined, more and more began being 
seen in urban landscapes on Australia’s east coast, gathering in large colonies in 
urban wetland areas to breed. This was entirely unpredicted by environmentalists. In 
the quote below, Michael, an avian ecologist who has studied urban ibis explains to 
me the reasons why he considers this transition to urban life to be surprising:  
You look at an ibis and you think “That is specialized to live in 
wetlands”….it’s an extremely specialized bird. If you lined up 50 birds with 
no knowledge of which ones would live in a city, an ibis is one you’d put 
very last. Some of the most endangered animals in the world are ibises. 
Michael, ibis ecologist, 19 April 2013. 
Michael’s surprise is borne in an assumption that once Australian white ibis have 
formed a bodily predisposition to a particular habitat, the animals are somehow locked 
into and dependent upon these connections and ways of being. This assumption is in 
turn linked to the idea that, at some point in history prior to human interference, the 
ibis’ biology, behavior, and connections to original habitats became somehow fixed 
and vulnerable to shattering when things change. It is a traditionalism that is not so 
evident in Pennycook’s (1930) account above, which showed little reticence about 
pointing out the ibis’s keen ability to participate in novel relationships and agricultural 
alliances. By readily inhabiting cities such as Brisbane, it is clear that the ibis has 
demonstrated another supreme act of unexpected ecological endurance and flexibility, 
transgressing the environmentalists’ scripts in which it was doomed to become yet 
another example of species fragility and endangerment. The following section will 
explore further how this transgression has been performed, and how becoming urban 
has involved forging very different ways of being.   
5.2 Downtown colonists 
When asked why he thinks the ibis has so successfully been able to demonstrate 
ecological plasticity, expanding its repertoire from wetlands to cities, Michael begins 
with the abundance of ecological opportunities that are on offer in the city:   
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Ibis in urban areas do very well. In general, you could say they probably 
breed better, they feed better. In general, an urban area is a good place to 
be if you’re an ibis. It’s probably in the same order as what a really good 
wetland would be. Michael, ibis ecologist, interview, 19 April 2013. 
Indeed, Brisbane does offer a lot of ecological opportunities. Many Australian 
waterbirds inhabit urban landscapes, and the wetlands there have much to offer them. 
Brisbane, situated at the mouth of the Brisbane River catchment, is criss-crossed by 
creeks and there are a number of areas for waterbirds to breed and forage. Mud is 
unsuitable for building on so, as Brisbane developed, many of the creeks and lagoons 
were built over, drained, or modified to make way for human infrastructure. Others 
remained as non-descript wet wastelands at the edges of suburbs and road networks, 
and these remnants are home to many rookeries of waterbirds. Recently there has 
been a concerted push to preserve these wetlands, and to ‘re-naturalise’ modified 
ones to create recreational areas, habitat for wildlife, and to improve the quality of 
urban stormwater runoff.  
I gained some insight into the richness of Brisbane waterbird life when I assisted with 
a project surveying ibis rookeries in 2013.  The monitoring project focussed on 
rookeries within several kilometres of the Brisbane airport16, and required regular visits 
to wetland areas. The majority of these areas  were located away from residences and 
human traffic, in reserves and industrial areas around the airport and the Port of 
Brisbane, at the mouth of the Brisbane River. The task was fairly simple: in the thirty 
minutes before sunset and the thirty minutes afterwards, we counted the number of 
ibis that landed in the wetlands and the number that left. Standing on the edge of these 
wetlands in the dwindling light, I learnt to become attentive to the variety of water bird 
life that swarms in the wet areas of Brisbane. Despite a few misgivings standing alone 
at night in industrial areas, participating in this research was, for me, a highly enjoyable 
experience, the pleasure gained from discovering something about the city where I 
                                            
16 Being a mid-sized bird that is plentiful in wet, flat areas, ibis are considered a key bird risks for 
aviation. The research project in which I was participating was one of several regular surveys that take 
place in ibis rookeries in the vicinity of the Brisbane airport to evaluate the effectiveness of control 
methods. The avian risks presented by ibis are discussed in a little more detail in Chapter 6.  
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live and the animals that also live here. At my favourite site, the Metroplex industrial 
estate17, I would stand on a gravel service road in the shadow of the Gateway Bridge, 
under the neon blue lights of a Queensland Medical Laboratory and a Toshiba 
warehouse, and watch as massive flocks of birds materialized upon the horizon after 
a day’s foraging and came into land on an island in the middle of a naturally occurring 
lagoon. The island would transform from an innocuous patch of woody scrub to a 
dense rabble of waterbirds. Because there were so many birds, and the light was 
dwindling, I had to learn ways to pick out the ibis from a distance before the birds 
alighted on the island. I became attuned to their flight styles and wing feathers. As I 
did, I became attentive to the beautiful v-formations in which ibis fly, and even found 
charm in the ungraceful way in which they decelerate as they come into land, with their 
legs hanging down like a mosquito. As well as hundreds of Australian white ibis, I 
counted hundreds of straw-necked ibis, herons, cattle egrets and, on one evening, 
almost a thousand magpie geese.  
These experiences tell me what any enthusiastic Brisbane bird watcher would already 
know: that wetland areas around Brisbane city support vibrant communities of 
waterbirds, and amongst them (and in high numbers) live the Australian white ibis. 
Preferring to nest in sight of water, these communities tend to form in spaces that are 
un-trafficked by humans, at least at night. These experiences also led me to consider 
further Michael’s comments about the ibis being so surprising in its urbanisation. It 
certainly didn’t seem exceptional in its ability to reside in Brisbane’s wetland areas. 
Brisbane was clearly home to plenty of wetlands and plenty of waterbirds. Why, then, 
was the ibis described as performing a transgression from the way it was “specialized” 
to live? The key to this lay not in where the ibis nests at night, but what they do during 
the day. In the excerpt below, another urban ecologist, David (who in the previous 
chapter described flying foxes as not particularly changed in urban settings) makes an 
important distinction between the urbanisation of the Australian white ibis and that of 
its close phylogenetic relative, the straw-necked ibis:  
                                            
17 “Metroplex on Gateway” is the largest industrial estate in Brisbane, sitting on a 62-hectare site on 
the south-side of the Brisbane River just under the Gateway Bridge. It is promoted as an example of 
integrated design which incorporates a large existing wetland.  
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Straw necked ibis were the common ibis you would see in the grasslands 
outside the city. [Australian] white ibis absolutely urbanised suddenly and 
no one really knows why. They’d always been around… but they suddenly 
moved, you know, downtown. Really strange – and it happened 
everywhere, right up and down the coast…The straw necked ibis never did 
that, they never became urbanised downtown birds. They hang around a 
little bit with ibis, [but] they still do what they always do. The straw necked 
ibis is a shy bird, you can never get close to a straw necked ibis. The white 
ibis will come up and take the sandwich right out of your hands. And that’s 
interesting because they are absolutely closely related….And yet one’s 
urbanised and one’s not. David, ecologist, interview 30 July 2012. 
Here, David recognises a key difference in the two birds’ modes of becoming urban. 
Straw-necked ibis are handsome, glossy birds, and flood followers of a similar size to 
the Australian white ibis. They are consistently found in considerable numbers in 
Brisbane, but prior to embarking on this research, I confess I had never noticed them. 
As I began to attune to all types of waterbirds, of course, I began noticing straw-necked 
ibis more and more, and often saw them foraging the mown lawns of sports ovals after 
rain. If I came within approximately 10 metres of them, however, they would 
collectively move away. Australian white ibis – or at least a critical number of them – 
behave quite differently. They actively seek out and inhabit the places where humans 
are. Their willingness to do this, takes the ibis into the most public, most human 
trafficked areas in the city. I began to consider how becoming urban for Australian 
white ibis might involve two trajectories. The first, which both straw-necked and 
Australian white ibis achieve, involves the incorporation of urban creeks, parklands, 
lagoons, and artificial lakes into existing ecological mutualisms just as flying foxes 
might incorporate the city’s trees into its forest. The second, which only the Australian 
white ibis achieves, involves the development of new ecological repertoires, and the 
expansion of life in distinctly civic directions. As well as roosting in the watery, relatively 
private spaces of urban wetlands at night, Australian ibis forage openly in places that 
are neither wet nor private, but are civic, ‘downtown’ and highly public.  For David, this 
expansion of the ibis’ ecology makes it ‘absolutely urbanised’ and extraordinary in 
water bird communities.  
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What has led to this expansion? In Tim Low’s (2002) account, ibis urbanisation is 
attributed to anthropogenic translocation in the mid-1960s, when ibis – then unfamiliar 
birds for most urban residents - were taken from wetlands to the Healesville Sanctuary, 
a zoological garden in Victoria. Healesville would eventually share ibis stock with the 
Taronga Park Zoo in Sydney and, later, in the 1980s, with the Currumbin Wildlife 
Sanctuary on the Gold Coast, Queensland. It can be imagined that, at this time, the 
shape and slow, graceful walk of the ibis must have been a pleasing complement to 
the purpose of the zoological gardens. The ibis were displayed in what Taronga Zoo 
called a “liberty flock” (p.119), meaning that the animals were not kept in cages, but 
were allowed to free-range together around the park. As the ibis did this, they must 
have approximated for the visitors some of the pleasure provoked by Eastern water 
dragons at the Roma Street Parklands – free, approachable, exotic, and impressive. 
However, Eastern water dragons require little human control in order to perform this 
kind of spectacle with humans, being effectively bound by the territories they perform 
with each other. Ibis, on the other hand, must be contained. To keep the original stock 
in these parks in liberty flocks, park employees had to pinion18 the birds’ wings, 
rendering them flightless. What they did not foresee was that pinioned birds could still 
mate, and the resulting offspring, of course, could fly. Thus, from the display of free-
ranging but pinioned ibis in zoos, came the establishment of rogue colonies nearby.  
These ibis, Low argues, had already habituated to life with humans, and it is from 
these rogue colonies that urban ibis have emerged. Brisbane’s ibis, he argues, sire 
from the Currumbin Sanctuary’s captive stock and arrived in the city when feral 
colonies were dispersed from the Gold Coast around 1995.   
Low (2002) describes ibis urbanisation as a “catastrophe” (p.120), and a “frightening 
example” (p.119) of the ability of native animals to multiply and to colonise cities with 
dire consequences to public amenity. This is intended, I believe, more as an 
accusation of carelessness on the part of the zoological gardens than a complete 
condemnation of the ibis. However, this account still sits uneasily with me. It bestows 
a troubling simplicity on the origins and growth of urban ibis populations, and it 
                                            
18 Pinioning is the practice of rendering birds permanently flightless by removing the pinion joint, 
which is the joint of a bird's wing furthest from the body.   
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presents ibis synurbisation as a uniformly undesirable event. Although it can never be 
fully known, from my discussions with other ecologists, it would appear far more 
accurate to argue that urban ibis have more heterogeneous origins and multiple 
histories. Some of Brisbane’s ibises may be descended from Currumbin stock, while 
some may be descended from animals foraged the Brisbane area prior to urbanisation 
(Woodall 1985, Meyer-Gleaves & Jones 2007) and still others from those who moved 
from inland catchments in response to droughts and changing flows (Arthur et al 
2012). Given the ibis’ mobility and seasonality, it is also reasonable to speculate that 
urban ibis populations are in constant flux – that urban relationships are not fixed and 
the ibis might move back and forth between being ‘absolutely urbanised’ and other, 
different ways of living.  
Most importantly, presenting the ibis’ urbanisation as a human-driven catastrophe 
overlooks the fact that by transgressing the script and demonstrating extraordinary 
flexibility, the ibis has secured itself an alternative to a doomed dependence on 
dwindling and contested water resources inland. A more generous exploration of the 
ways ibis colonised the city must recognise this resourcefulness and see becoming 
urban as a process that involves far more than simply arriving. It is an ongoing process 
involving practices of negotiation and experiment whereby ibis form and reform new 
connections in urban ecologies. According to Felix Driver (2004) colonies can be made 
of a variety of entities, for example, plants, ants, artists, lepers, tourists or astronauts, 
and through all manner of material and imaginative effort – for example trade, treaty, 
force or occupation. However, for Driver, the key to the formation of colonies is not a 
lofty and abstract connection to empire, but collective practices as entities put down 
roots and form connections to new places. These practices are always about achieving 
order - clearing, hunting, cultivating, domesticating – and also of experimentation and 
trying new ways of doing things:  
The colony, unlike what lies beyond – the outback, badlands, wilderness – 
is an ordered place. It might be a place of experiment or of trial: but it is 
always a site where natures, human or otherwise, are disciplined. (Driver 
2004, p.93) 
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Accounts such as Low’s (2002), which emphasize the role of human interference in 
the ibis’ urbanisation, provide little elaboration of the process by which the ibis, 
although “specialized to live in wetlands”, orders and disciplines this new niche. A 
similar oversight was observed by Franklin (2011) in his history of the introduction of 
the brown trout in post-colonial sporting landscapes in Tasmania. Franklin notes that 
while the trout features prominently in discourses of pristine Tasmanian natures, 
everything that led to their enrollment in these natures – their presence, their numbers, 
their symbolism - is attributed to humans. To remedy this, Franklin highlights the trout’s 
ability to acclimatize to novel conditions, and to forge new ecological relationships in 
a novel landscape. In concert with humans, the brown trout was able to develop a 
distinctly Tasmanian sociality involving new foods, new mobilities and new 
seasonalities, which in turn provoked the development of distinctly Tasmanian angling 
practices. By treating what the trout did as important, Franklin’s history yields a greater 
understanding of post-colonial nature as something performed through relationships 
between humans and nature, rather than further reiterating divisions between the two 
by overlaying colonial history on an otherwise passive, empty landscape. 
Acknowledging ibis colonization in a similar way allows us to approach living with ibis 
more carefully, recognizing their stake in the city, and adopting more diplomatic 
practices that negotiate this stake with the interests of others. This approach shifts 
definitions of ibis from troublesome interlopers in the city, to ibis as urban companions 
with whom we must engage to forge workable urban futures. 
My discussions with ibis ecologists, and the results of small-scale research conducted 
in south-east Queensland and Sydney, provide some insight into the ways that 
becoming urban for Australian white ibis has involved colonial practices of ordering 
and experimentation. The key ibis colonial practice is its daily foraging, an active, 
ordering practice whereby ibis leave their cohesive, communal night time roosts and 
enter urban spaces in order to find and eat food. For ibis, this tends to be done 
individually, or in small groups. In the city, ibis tend to follow fairly regular foraging 
routines, leaving their roost-site in the morning, and visiting a number of preferred 
foraging sites, before returning to roost at night (Murray 2005, Smith 2009). These 
routines are idiosyncratic, and are possibly developed by following and learning from 
other ibis, such as parents, and through an ongoing process of attentiveness and 
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responsiveness to the places and times when food resources become available in the 
landscape.  
Studies indicate that while many urban ibis still spend some of their day foraging urban 
parklands and wetlands for crustaceans and insect larvae, the majority have been very 
effective at tapping into different food sources.  A large percentage of urban ibis are 
regular visitors to garbage dumps and municipal waste processing facilities where they 
feed primarily on large amounts of raw, cooked, and processed meat waste directly 
from the tip-face (Smith 2009, Epstein et al 2007). Indeed, Australian white ibis is one 
of the most abundant species found in Australian urban landfills. As well as visiting 
landfills, ecological research (Murray 2005) has found that a sub-population of ibis 
rarely visit landfills, and instead cultivate connections in different sites of nutritional 
saturation. These ibis visited an average of three foraging sites per day, primarily 
choosing places highly trafficked by humans. These included urban parks and picnic 
areas, schools, and urban open-air eating spaces where they eat scraps of high 
energy, processed and disposable foods taken from garbage bins and off tables.   
Recognizing and tapping into new sources of biotic richness and wealth requires the 
ibis to experiment with new skills and modes of existence. As it is already somewhat 
of a master at straddling edge ecologies and multiple substrates, it is little surprise that 
the ibis demonstrates a ready willingness to try new forms of food, a capacity that 
ecologists term neophilism (Meyer-Gleaves & Jones 2007). In the quote below Michael 
describes how entering new places and trying new things is a capability that even ibis 
outside the city demonstrate:     
Australian White Ibis is one of these nomads that can move to a new area 
and eat a different type of grasshopper, a different type of organism, and 
what’s happened is that it’s come out here during droughts and been able 
to get into all these other types of food that was never really in their diet, 
and been able to survive with it, and actually do very well with it. Michael, 
ibis ecologist, interview, 19 April 2013. 
However, while a willingness to try new foods may be an established skill in birds that 
inhabit watery, changeable landscapes, eating chips and pizza is not. You never see 
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a straw-necked ibis, duck or a masked lapwing19, chowing down on leftovers at 
outdoor cafes. Australian white ibis are not only uniquely inquisitive regarding new 
food, but are also able to learn how to procure and manipulate it. Figure 27 shows an 
ibis eating left-over chips from a china plate at a University of Queensland cafe.  
 
Figure 27 An Australian white ibis manipulating food from a china plate with its bill at a 
University of Queensland café (photo taken 12 October 2016) 
Prior to this photo being taken, the ibis has stood at the edge of the café, watching 
from a safe distance until café patrons have left the table before making the move to 
alight upon it. It quickly runs its bill sensuously over and around the edges of the plate, 
before picking up the chips one at a time and repeatedly tossing each to get a better 
grip and manipulate it towards its gullet. This skilled performance is common amongst 
urban ibis, and I have seen many ibis manipulate food of a size and shape I would not 
have thought possible for the birds to swallow.  
                                            
19 Masked lapwings – also commonly referred to as ‘plovers’ – are also water birds that have 
successfully managed to inhabit cities. Breeding pairs of plovers take advantage of the abundance of 
mown lawn in cities, passionately protecting a patch of territory where they forage and raise young 
(Queensland Museum 2007).    
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Evidence also shows that many ibis line up their routines with the broader routines of 
urban life. Murray (2005) found that the urban ibis displays considerable temporal 
responsiveness in their foraging routines, not only becoming highly attentive to the 
places where humans and nutrients congregate in the urban landscape, but revisiting 
sites repeatedly in one day in line with when the food will be available. Ibis arrive at  
school playgrounds, for example, at recess and lunch times, when students are eating 
and food is exposed, and depart soon after the bell rings.    
The uncanny ability of ibis to cultivate new flows of human food waste has had 
considerable knock-on effects on the way in which the ibis lives. Feeding rates of 
landfill ibis are twice as high as non-landfill ibis, and ibis in urban space move smaller 
distances and spend less time eating than those that forage tidal mudflats or wetlands 
(Murray 2005). In the quote below, an ibis manager – a trained and licensed consultant 
who works with city councils in order to manage ibis numbers in urban space – 
describes how the constant availability of human food waste, coupled with the ibis’ 
ability to increase the number of eggs in the clutch and the number of clutches in a 
breeding season, has seen ibis population growth accelerate in urban centres:  
…Nature has its cycles. It rains, you get a flush of insect growth, then you 
get your birds coming in behind, they breed happily, and because there’s 
follow up rains, there’s more insects for the juveniles, and so they get good 
success. You give the birds a [rubbish] tip to go and feed at, you’re 
supplying them with this full time food source. It’s spring conditions, year 
round….We’ve got examples of nesting in every month of the year. This 
you wouldn’t expect in nature, and the reason for that is this abundant 
food….food that fuels the population…. They breed early, they get more 
eggs in their clutch, they get more successful chicks per clutch than they 
would in a natural circumstance, those chicks will then grow up and in 6 
weeks’ time they’ll fledge….They can live up to 20 years, and probably start 
breeding about 3 years old, so you get these populations that are having 
greater egg numbers, greater chick success, and more clutches per year 
than you would find in a natural situation, and very quickly you get 
exponential growth out of that. Managing director, Ibis management 
company, interview 20th September 2012. 
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By recognizing the wealth in the nutritional gluts that occur when humans leave their 
food exposed and unattended, and by being curious and willing to experiment with 
ways to enact new ecologies with this wealth, the ibis no longer needs to follow rain, 
but can breed as if in a permanent flood. Tapping into to the rich nutrients flagrantly 
ebbing and flowing within the urban landscape works very well for the ibis, and has 
allowed for its continued expansion into public, food-rich environments. This 
expansion may not be well-received by human residents, but for the ibis it enacts an 
alternative to ecological dependence on dwindling resources. It presents a viable 
future as human agriculture interferes with its traditional flow, the water moving across 
the floodplains of inland Australia. In the following section, I explore further how this 
expansion is received by the humans who also live in the city. I will demonstrate that 
despite the ibis’ uncanny ability to attune to humans and their waste, the relationships 
it forms are not considered acts of alliance. Ibis are no longer the farmer’s friend. By 
becoming urban, they have instead become seen as defective, and are used as 
emblems of something else entirely.  
5.3 Enlivened spaces   
As part of my efforts to explore the implications of the ways that Australian white ibis 
enact ‘downtown’ ecologies, I decided to visit the South Bank Parklands, a 17-hectare 
urban park on the Brisbane River. The park contains a number of cultural attractions, 
such as the Brisbane Convention Centre, the Queensland Performing Arts Complex, 
and the Queensland Conservatorium of Music, as well as cultivated rainforests, a 
bougainvillea walk, and large swimming lagoons engineered to resemble a beach. 
High numbers of tourists and residents visit the site, and picnic facilities and  
restaurants are found throughout the complex. The Central Café precinct consists of 
a block of seven open, fast-food outlets offering high-calorie meals of pizza, fried fish 
or chicken, a hamburger, or an egg and bacon roll served with chips and a soft-drink 
for around ten dollars. At the precinct, food preparation is simple - there is no need for 
a chef. Ready-manufactured food is fried, grilled or warmed by an employee at the 
rear of each outlet, and then packaged and displayed for purchase behind glass in a 
hot-box. Nor is there a need for wait-staff - food is ordered and paid for at the counter, 
and served immediately in disposable packaging. It is consumed in an open-air dining 
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area just near the food outlets, which consists of forty hard metal tables bolted to the 
concrete, each with stackable plastic chairs. A shallow fountain runs along the side of 
the eating area. There is no table service, but plenty of garbage bins are located at the 
edge of the tables to minimise the distance that patrons must travel to dispose of 
leftover food and packaging. A single parkland employee, with a trolley and a broom, 
attends the common eating area, cleaning up any spills.   
This environment, designed to facilitate efficient, collective, human food consumption, 
is also an area, like many around Brisbane, that experiences almost constant 
problems with ibis.  When I visit, I count eight moving around the café tables, and even 
entering food outlets, as shown in Figure 28 and Figure 29 below. They are highly 
vigilant, keenly attentive to any opportunity to seize both discarded and un-discarded 
food. I watch an ibis fly onto a table where two women are sitting, knocking a cardboard 
box containing chips, and scattering them onto the ground.  The women, who up until 
now had been shooing the ibis away gently, are surprised. They stand and yell at the 
bird, which beats a retreat to the edge of the eating area, where it swallows the food it 
has taken, tipping its head back and sipping water from the fountain. The watchful 
opportunism of the ibis, and their willingness to directly take food off the tables 
regardless of the humans sitting there, provokes increased vigilance in the humans at 
the precinct. A sign, shown in Figure 30, warns café patrons to be careful, and people 
at the tables spend a good deal of time watching the ibis and protecting their food. 
Young children, frightened of the birds, are told by frustrated parents to hurry up and 
eat. A passer-by alerts a young girl, talking on her mobile phone, that her food is about 
to be stolen, telling her “watch your food!” People eat quickly and dispose of their 
waste in the garbage bins, but the ibis are there too, poking their beaks in to access 
food that falls between the lining and the frame.  Unlike the Metroplex lagoon, I feel no 
pleasure at witnessing ibis in the Central Café precinct, no jouissance of finding 
oneself privy to a hidden world. Instead the atmosphere is one of tension and unease, 
as ibis actively cultivate the space, and the humans who eat there, for food.   
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Figure 28 Ibis at Central Cafe precinct food outlet (photo taken 3 October 2015) 
 
Figure 29 Ibis at Central Cafe precinct, Southbank (photo taken 3 October 2015) 
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Figure 30  “Be cautious of the ibis bird”: A sign on a counter in the Central Cafe precinct, 
Southbank (photo taken 3 October 2015) 
At the beginning of The Ethics of Waste, Gay Hawkins (2006) discusses the 
implications of “feeling waste” (p.1) in the context of being faced with an overflowing, 
smelly garbage bin. Drawing on the work of Mary Douglas in Purity and Danger, 
Hawkins points out that the claim that household waste makes on us is an emotional 
one, involving disgust, irritation, guilt and shame. The everyday, tedious acts of 
managing and disposing of waste – of putting items in the bin, placing the bin on the 
curb, and so on – comprise a cultural performance that functions, for the most part, to 
shield us from this experience and to create order through which we believe we are 
liberated from the grotty material reality of our own waste. When the bin overflows, 
however, tensions are wrought in this order, signalling “a kind of failure” (ibid) in the 
mundane domestic practices of civilized modernity. My observations at Southbank 
suggests that encounters with ibis can provoke similar tensions, and alert us, 
unwillingly, to the ruptures in the systems we design to separate us from the world.  
The mass purchase, consumption and disposal of food in the Southbank parklands is 
designed to be a performance in efficient and economic human leisure. Proprietors 
serve up cheap, calorie-rich food to consumers, who are expected to eat quickly, 
vacate their table, dump their scraps, and make room for the next family to eat. This 
consumption should be an unnoteworthy episode in a family day out in Brisbane. The 
sheer mass of wasted calories as food is consumed and discarded is not meant to 
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make itself known. These natural living flows are meant to be forgotten (Hird 2013). 
However, with marauding packs of birds attentive to any opportunity to exploit 
overflows in this streamlined food provision, these excesses cannot be ignored. Like 
the overflowing bin, the experience of “feeling” this excess does not feel good. Having 
one’s food taken is frustrating and humiliating. Watching others have their food taken 
is annoying and distracting. The pitiful sight of a scruffy pack of ibis trying to wolf down 
pizza or ransacking through garbage bins, colours the entire experience, drawing 
attention to the ugliness of the space, the hardness of the chairs, and the chewing 
gum trodden into the sidewalk. With their uncanny ability to respond to saturation, the 
ibis points us to the leaks, ruptures and failures in this performance of apparently 
efficient food consumption. No longer forgotten, the newly enlivened flows of urban life 
feel discomforting. The city feels muddy and dissolute.   
As they provoke human tensions in the city, it is not surprising that ibis are not very 
popular. Typical human reactions against these animals are often vitriolic, with no 
room made for conviviality, polite negotiation, or lofty romanticism regarding the ibis’ 
original, ephemeral connections beyond the city. Nor is there any recognition of the 
urban ibis as the Farmer’s Friend and an important ally to human endeavour. As ibis 
become urban, relationships become far more antagonistic. This on-line, anonymous 
comment made in response to a Brisbane Times article about the ibis in Southbank 
provides a good example of the hostility with which the ibis in the city is received:  
These birds are vermin, the equivalent of flying rats. Not only do they attack 
the food of diners eating outside they are so emboldened that they encroach 
inside restaurants…. These pests need to be dealt with with extreme 
prejudice…..They are a blight on an otherwise beautiful amenity. It is long 
past time that they were removed from the area. Online comment by 
‘amortiser, Moorooka’ on Brisbane Times article, 13 February 2015 
(Stevens & Lawrie 2015).   
With the word ‘pest’, this commenter subjects the ibis to a particularly powerful form 
of contempt, a discursive act designed to deny any constituency for ibis in urban 
spaces. Writing particularly around the politics of urban ibis roosts in New South Wales 
and Queensland, McKiernan and Instone (2016) describes how the pest narrative is 
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particularly strong around these birds. Tracing it in media stories over time, they found 
that until the early 2000s, ibis drew little attention, with articles remaining fairly neutral. 
As ibis became more visible in cities, however, they began being framed less as “novel 
guests” and more as “native pests” (p.9). This narrative around ibis can be strong 
among Brisbane residents. Even Shirley, the Chermside woman quoted in Chapter 3 
who described tenderly covering the eggs of an Eastern water dragon she had 
disturbed in her backyard, could not extend much welcome to the Australian white ibis. 
As she joked with me about trying to run ibis over in her car, I asked her the reasons 
she did not like ibis. She replied:   
It’s just the fact that they shouldn’t be here and we’re getting more and more 
in number and they take over so much that they’re a pest.  I used to work in 
the city and I’d sit in one of the parks there and have my lunch and the 
blinkin’ ibis would be there just about knocking kids over to get their food. 
They are not the right birds to have in the suburbs of the city.... they are 
actually a country bird.  Someone passed the message back...(whistle)... 
“we’re living in the city!”, then more and more came and then they started 
breeding in local water.... Shirley, Chermside resident, interview 7 February 
2013. 
The ibis-as-pest narrative serves to paint the ibis as something out of place and 
unwanted in the city. However, this discursive act often fails to fully stick, because, as 
McKiernan and Instone (2016) point out, the narratives that use a broad brush to define 
ibis as not belonging in the city are quickly countered by ecologists who highlight the 
plight of the ibis as a victim of drought and inland water regulation. These narratives 
seek to achieve a conditional urban constituency for the ibis as a refugee in the city in 
a similar manner to that put forward for the flying fox. In addition, Australian nature 
conservation legislation bestows protection on animals that existed in Australia before 
European settlement. As will be discussed further in the following chapter, this 
protected, native status also acts to prevent the ibis from becoming officially termed a 
pest at a species level by city councils and State governments, who tend to reserve 
‘pest’ for invasive introduced species.  However, as McKiernan and Instone note, the 
substance of the pest narrative surrounding the ibis has changed over time. First it 
was mainly concerned with ibis roosts being detrimental to urban fauna and flora. 
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Then, it started positioning the ibis as a threat to civic amenity and “conflicting with 
human desires of what nature in the city ought to be” (p.9, original emphasis). These 
newer narratives - evident in the quote above in the words ‘vermin’, ‘flying rats’ and 
‘blight’ -  enacts a slightly different politics around urban ibis. Rather than painting the 
urban ibis as nature that does not belong, these words instead seek to marginalise 
and degrade the urban nature in which the ibis participates. Any recognition of what 
the ibis achieves as it becomes urban, experiments with new ways of being, and 
enlivens the material flows in Brisbane’s civic spaces, is effectively extinguished. By 
forming connections to the flows of urban waste, the ibis is instead debased, defective 
and undesirable. They are not just animals out of place, but are drawn into the realm 
of what Nagy and Johnson (2013) refer to as ‘trash animals’, animals that, where ever 
they are, are worthless, useless and disposable.  
Whereas a ‘pest’ status can lead to official forms of control and management and 
state-sanctioned killing20 (McKiernan & Instone 2016), a ‘trash’ status lends itself to 
less official forms of violence and cruelty (Nagy & Johnson 2013). This is evident in 
the tendency to inflate the ibis’ attentiveness to food, and their willingness to take it 
directly from humans, as evidence that the animals are a menace deserving of 
retribution. Despite only being a fraction of the size of a human and engaging in neither 
territorial nor aggressive behaviour, ibis are sometimes attributed with having thuggish 
intent, and accused of ‘attacking’ humans as they approach them for food. In 2011, to 
the horror of onlookers, a young Singaporean-born law student eating his lunch at one 
of the outdoor tables in the Southbank parklands repeatedly kicked and stamped on 
an ibis that had attempted to steal his food, injuring the bird to such an extent that the 
police were called and the bird was subsequently euthanized. As he pleaded guilty at 
the Brisbane Magistrates court to one count of animal cruelty, the student expressed 
remorse for his actions, explaining that his own violent actions were driven by his terror 
of the ibis and need to ‘defend’ himself from it (Lill 2011). In the quote below, a woman 
also justifies taking physical action against an ibis. She is blithely inattentive to the 
                                            
20 Ibis are indeed managed in urban spaces, sometimes lethally. This is discussed further in the 
following chapter. 
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irony of a story in which, as retaliation for perceived bullying, she self-righteously 
enacts her rage upon the smallest member of the group: 
An ibis attacked my three year old to get his food (an ibis is about two thirds 
the height of a 3 year old so menacing). In a split second, instinct took over 
and I attacked back. I was half an enraged second from snapping its ugly 
neck against the food cabinet in front of everyone. I snapped out of 'fight' 
mode and physically threw it out of the shop (flight mode). There were wings 
flapping and a huge commotion as a result. The ibises are most definitely a 
problem...Online comment by ‘CJW, Milton’ on Brisbane Times article, 13 
February 2015 (Stevens & Lawrie 2015).   
As well as being constructed as thugs and threats to human security, ibis are also 
ridiculed and mocked for the connections they form in urban space and materiality. 
They are popular subjects of derision on Brisbane based social media pages. On the 
Ibis Appreciation and Recognition Facebook page, for example, ibis are derided as if 
they were hobos or vagrants. They are described as ‘bin chickens’ addicted to ‘bin 
juice’. As a response to a real incident that occurred in Brisbane’s Queen Street Mall 
in January 2017 (Courier Mail 2017), in which an ibis was strangled by a man and its 
body used to intimidate bystanders, the Facebook page organised a mock “candle-
light chip eating vigil” in the ibis’ honour. The Ibis of Brisbane Facebook page parodies 
a more widely known blog started called the ‘Humans of New York’ (2017), in which 
portraits of everyday New York City dwellers are accompanied with their life stories 
and philosophies. These accounts are intended to trigger empathy and compassion in 
the reader, but the Ibis of Brisbane page uses photos and made-up stories of ibis to 
trigger ridicule. The stories often give the birds the role of ‘down and out’ urban 
dwellers – the homeless, the drug-addicted, the single mother, or the mentally ill. In 
the post shown in Figure 31, an ibis fossicking through garbage in Queen Street Mall 
is given sardonic encouragement:   
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what's our lil Ibis pal got there? half a whopper w/ 
cheese? noice pick up m8 go 4 it #survivalofthefittest 
Figure 31 “What’s our little ibis pal got there? Half a whopper and cheese? Nice pick up mate, 
go for it” Photo and caption from Ibis of Brisbane Facebook page, 19th September 2014 
These accounts of urban ibis bring to mind Haraway’s (2008) description of the plight 
of the wolf-dog hybrids bred by scientists during the Apartheid era in South Africa. 
Created by breeding imported northern gray wolves from North America with domestic 
dogs, the intention was to make an attack dog with wolf qualities to aid the white state 
in the control of insurgency and the enforcing of racial purity. The hybrids made poor 
attack dogs, but in the racialized discourses of fear and criminality post-Apartheid, a 
trade in the animals by white South Africans grew anyway, and thousands were bred 
in a country beset by economic disadvantage. As products of Apartheid, these hybrids 
were, of course, disdained by the society they were born into, and were also discarded 
by environmentalists because they were ‘impure’. There was no “honoured truth and 
reconciliation process trying to meet a socially recognisable obligation” (Haraway 
2008, p.37) to these animals brought into being by a scientific racial state apparatus. 
Instead the wolf-hybrids were abandoned to a cultural category which Haraway 
describes as “homeless” or “nicheless” (ibid).   
By dismissing ibis as dissipated thugs, and ridiculing them for the relationships they 
have formed with urban excess and waste, trash animal discourses also fail to honour 
our connections with the Australian white ibis. What ibis achieve as they enter public, 
civic spaces in the middle of the day is denied any value whatsoever. The ibis has no 
niche, but is a vagrant and a scavenger. A similar lack of value is noted by Kurt Iveson 
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(2015) in his essay ‘Graffiti is Life’. Iveson writes that graffiti is often seen as a form of 
dirt, decay, and destruction perpetrated by ‘vandals’ lacking in respect for the sanctity 
of urban property and community. Despite this, graffiti artists often care deeply about 
the aesthetics and accessibility of the city. For them, graffiti is an act that makes the 
city better, and with it, they practice a profound connection “with the circulatory 
systems and surfaces of the city, with its opportunities and constraints, and with its 
others” (p.78). As they practice their craft, graffiti artists transform discarded urban 
spaces into places that are highly pleasing to them. The ways they do this is often not 
to everyone’s taste, and they are often the subject of complaint and hostility, and what 
they achieve is often of no value to urban planners and land courts.  
There is potential in recognising ibis like Iveson does graffiti artists. As they scavenge 
the city and cultivate nutritional flow, they too demonstrate a keen attention to urban 
spaces and flows, and, given the smallest of chances, will thrive in and on some of the 
most overlooked landscapes in the city. They devote intense energy to forming 
attachments to certain places and experimenting with new foods. Like the graffiti 
artists, they may even gain some satisfaction and pleasure in what they achieve. Will 
it be possible, in the Anthropocene, for us not only to tolerate a little discomfort, but 
also give the ibis its due for what it achieves as it becomes ‘absolutely urbanised’? 
What may look like a fall from natural grace in the eyes of many is also an addition to 
the lively flows of Brisbane, an urban experiment in making city spaces more than 
what human designs and blueprints set out for them. A better path is to be found in 
acknowledging this, and giving the ibis a niche by recognising it as a member of the 
city that makes it a more vibrant and muddier place.    
There are a few indications that there are some who are already beginning to do this, 
and that urban ibis are forming hopeful new alliances in the city. It seems only 
appropriate that ibis are a favoured emblem in Brisbane urban art. Figure 32 illustrates 
how the ibis is a popular subject in a community art project that enables local artists 
to paint their original works on traffic signal boxes around Brisbane suburbs. Figure 33 
shows the ‘Tip Turkey’, the runner up of a Brisbane City Council run recycled art 
project: 
142 
 
 
   
Figure 32  Depictions of bawdy ibis on traffic signal boxes in Brisbane’s central business 
district (photos taken 30 July 2015) 
 
 
Figure 33 "Tip Turkey": kinetic sculpture and runner-up in the 2015 Brisbane City Council 
recycled art competition (photo taken 10 March 2015)  
Figure 34 shows a mural by Anthony Lister, one of Brisbane’s most successful graffiti 
artists, commissioned for a unit block in an urban area of Woolloongabba, just up the 
road from ‘the Gabba’ cricket ground. The mural depicts an Australian white ibis as it 
comes into land and takes off again. As a graffiti artist, Lister knows from experience 
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what it means to have one’s efforts to enhance the spaces of the city devalued and 
actively discouraged. Exhibited around the world, he is still charged with wilful damage 
to property and his public art painted over by the Brisbane City Council (Dibben 2016). 
Perhaps this is why his mural pays great respect to the ibis, using vigorous fluid lines 
contrast against the hard surface of the wall to animate the ibis’ gestures and motions. 
This mural presents the ibis as an enrichment to the mundane spaces of urban life, 
and recognises the city as a living place made in the intersections of many vibrant 
flows and trajectories.  
 
Figure 34 Anthony Lister mural in Woolloongabba (photo taken 2 January 2017) 
Another indication that more fruitful relationships are being forged with urban ibis can 
be found in Figure 35. The image on the left is a wood-cut of an ibis in flight by artist 
Anna Carlson. Anna is a co-founder of Brisbane Free University (McMillen 2015), a 
project started in 2012 by three Brisbane friends and activists. Inspired by the broader 
free universities movement which seeks to “re-create university-like spaces of learning 
according to their own radical visions of social justice” (Thompsett 2016), the university 
seeks to bring academic and political discussion into the open, and onto city streets.  
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Figure 35 (Left) The Brisbane University logo. (Right) A lecture at the Brisbane Free University 
(both photos from Brisbane Free University website).   
Fortnightly events are held in an open access carpark under a bank in the inner-city 
suburb of West End. Talks focus on a variety of urban and political issues and are run 
by volunteer academics, activists, artists, the homeless and others. The organisers 
have committed to operate as much as possible without cash and they never 
compromise on providing free entry (Thompsett 2016).  The wood cut serves as the 
organisation’s logo, and the ibis is chosen for “its antagonistic scavenger spirit” 
(McMillen 2015, p.30). There is little doubt that the ibis’ dogged attentiveness to the 
unacknowledged and ‘free’ flows of value and richness in the city is the inspiration for 
its inclusion. Discussing this with one of the founders, she describes the ibis as her 
‘spirit animal’ and shows me a home-made tattoo of one on her leg. Inspired by the 
Brisbane Free University’s embrace of the ibis, PhD students at the University of 
Queensland practice what they call ‘ibissing’. This involves waiting until patrons at the 
university’s cafes and bars have left a table, and then taking any appetizing food left 
behind to share amongst a group.  In these small examples, the agency and liveliness 
of specifically urban ibis - in all their dissipation and bawdiness – is coming to the fore. 
No longer nicheless, urban ibis find purchase in these new alliances, becoming 
mascots for recognising previously overlooked opportunities.  
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5.4 Discussion 
This chapter began with an exploration of the socio-ecological assemblages in which 
the Australian white ibis comes into being. Prior to their defection to cities, ibis were 
part of wetland assemblages in Australia’s inland river catchments, transitional 
ecosystems where freshwater aquatic systems mingle with terrestrial ones. Life that 
emerges at these contact zones – ‘ecotones’ or edge ecologies - often find ways of 
straddling the diversity that occurs there, and ibis are no exception. They are masters 
of multiplicity: becoming waders in water and mud, walkers on land and competent 
fliers in air. Becoming with inland Australia’s ‘boom and bust’ seasonality (Robin & 
Smith 2009), they are also mobile flood followers, adept at seeking out biotic gluts 
associated with the fresh saturation of dormant soil. However, as both drought and 
post-settlement manipulation of inland flows has reduced the frequency with which 
these gluts occur, Australian white ibis have transferred allegiance to new flows, and 
the nutritional gluts that occur when manufactured food eddies and pools in the urban 
landscape.  
In doing so, ibis have become part of new assemblages, forming contact zones with 
humans in places where urban nutrients congregate. There, they engage in anthro-
zoo-genetic relationships with humans, attuning to them through their foraging routines 
(that line up with human practices), their negotiation of the material aspects of urban 
flows (for example, by learning to handle human food and garbage bins) and, at times, 
by close bodily interaction with humans in order to take food from them. Unlike 
relationships with flying foxes and Eastern water dragons, there is little shimmer or 
polite spectacle being performed between humans and ibis in Brisbane’s civic spaces 
and food courts. Humans are directly cultivated for their waste, and the ignominy of 
having one’s food stolen, or observing an ibis ransack a garbage bin requires a 
begrudging awareness of the muddy ecological edges where civic life mingles with 
animal life.  
Just as the water dragon is drawn into performances of backyard domesticity and wild 
experiments, and the flying fox’s ‘shimmer’ makes it retained by environmentalists as 
a symbol of ecological purity, urban ibis are drawn into performances whereby they 
are degraded and derided as ‘bin chickens’ and ‘tip turkeys’. In these performances, 
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they become dissipated, nicheless, value-less examples of urban wildlife. In a few, 
critical examples, however, the ibis is recognised for its role in enlivening urban spaces 
and catalysing human attention to the material flows that swell beyond the neat 
channels of consumer capitalist production. In small pockets of Brisbane, synurbic 
wildlife is no longer wildlife that has lost touch with an original nature, or wildlife taking 
necessary refuge in the city against a degraded outside, but wildlife that can lead us 
to see what we have, and to seize collective urban opportunities. The ibis is not a story 
of dissipation, but celebration, for all that is made possible as cities are created and 
inhabited by a myriad of significant others.    
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6 “Living with wildlife”: Managing wild urban 
companions 
Over the previous three chapters I have told synurbic game stories about the native 
wild animals that flourish in the rhythms and flows of everyday life in Brisbane. Through 
these stories I have attempted to flesh out how, as different animals and different 
humans address and learn to be affected by one another, the city is enacted in multiple 
ways. What animals do to thrive in cities – how they adapt the materiality of urban 
space to their own ends, negotiate territory, and become available to humans in 
specific “modes of public address” (Instone & Sweeney 2013 p.783) – matters to the 
city. However, as much as robust everyday wildlife can add richness to the city as it 
thrives and holds its own against the pressures of urbanisation, its affects can also be 
unsettling for humans. As water dragons stake out territory in the city, they engage 
humans in displays of dominance that provoke mild fear in humans and the desire to 
maintain a polite distance from the lizards. As flying foxes swarm and squabble in city 
trees, they enact a vertical distance in the city that makes the animals difficult to know 
and little trusted by ground-bound humans. As Australian white ibis experiment with 
our excess, they infringe human corporeal boundaries and disturb human beliefs 
regarding their own separation from the murkier aspects of urban life. In short, 
everyday native animals have manifold potential to be troublesome and “unloved” 
(Rose & van Dooren 2011), labelled pests or vermin (McKiernan & Instone 2016), 
devalued and treated with disdain, hostility and even cruelty (Nagy & Johnson 2013). 
As Brisbane’s everyday animals indeed become “messmates”, or companions at the 
table of urban life, this doesn’t mean we will necessarily “eat well” together (Haraway 
2008, p.301). 
In this chapter, I explore the relationships that form when humans act to regulate or 
secure the risky “new natures” (Low 2002) that emerge when everyday wildlife 
becomes urban in uncomfortable ways. When native animals become problematic, 
their legal protection as representative of an original, pre-existing nature is loosened 
(Department of Environment and Heritage Protection 2015, and also Brisbane City 
Council 2014b). Regulations subordinate to Queensland nature conservation set out 
rules for taking action against problematic wildlife. These walk a fine line between 
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protection and interference, dictating a careful biopolitics concerned with tempering 
and controlling life in ways that still accommodate its broader circulations in the city 
and beyond (Hinchliffe & Lavau 2013, Chrulew 2011, Lorimer 2015). Management is 
reserved for abundant wildlife only, control is only ever targeted at the scale of the 
individual or population, non-lethal methods are emphasized over killing, and a permit 
application process selectively restricts the authority to practice wildlife management 
to a class of specialists with proven skills and expertise in carefully managing 
individual populations without endangering them.  
From there, I explore the management of everyday wildlife in practice, and I enquire 
whether the power exercised offers something more than simply subjugation of the 
animals and human mastery over life in the city. Over the remainder of this chapter, I 
use three examples to explore how the practice of “living with” everyday wildlife might 
make “new possibilities for biosocial collectives” (Youatt 2008, p.394) possible. In the 
first, I explore how officers from the Brisbane City Council negotiate on behalf of 
everyday wildlife as they counter residents’ attempts to problematize it. Focussing on 
an officer’s response to a complaint by a man about an aggressive magpie, I 
demonstrate how a Brisbane City Council officer practices a ‘knowing around’ 
(Hinchliffe et al 2005, p.648) of the magpie’s history in order to understand the dangers 
that will be posed by it in the future. As mutual knowledge and trust are made possible 
in this correspondence, the Brisbane Officer gains confidence in her expertise in 
magpie diplomacy, and the magpie gains a new identity as an aggrieved magpie, not 
an aggressive one.  
The second example follows managers from a private wildlife management company 
as they attempt to perform a careful detachment of ibis from the flows of food waste. 
Wildlife managers must do this without irrevocable impacts on the viability of ibis 
populations. They are highly confident in their ability to do this, because opportunistic 
ibis take advantage of any opportunity to resist their efforts. This resistance is not seen 
as a menace to the management relationship, in fact, it enhances the performance. 
Like the magpie, the ibis authorizes managerial expertise by allowing them to walk the 
fine line between population management and broad scale species “killability” 
(McKiernan & Instone 2016, p.3). As it does, the ibis gains a place and an identity in 
the city as manageable everyday wildlife. 
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My final example focusses on changes to flying fox roost management regulations that 
occurred after the election of a conservative State government in Queensland. 
Although these changes ostensibly opened up opportunities for dealing with wildlife in 
the here and now, the creative biopolitical possibilities presented by living with wildlife 
were hamstrung by these changes in two key ways. First, the authority to determine 
the problematic status of flying foxes was redirected to disaffected communities, rather 
than being woven in the correspondence between wildlife managers and the animals. 
Second, combative management techniques aimed to achieve docility in flying foxes, 
without fostering their precarious circulations or accommodating their often-surprising 
agencies and forms of resistance. While the exertion of biopower over flying foxes 
under these changes may have brought short-term gratification to frustrated 
communities across Queensland, the performance became little more than an 
inflexible exertion of power upon animals unable to do what was being demanded of 
them. Living with flying foxes during this time was not so much an exercise in the 
“calculated management of life” (Foucault 1978, p.140) but ultimately very risky 
practices aimed at interrupting circulations of urban life, not fostering them.  
6.1 ‘Living with wildlife’ 
The modernist logic that underpins nature conservation in theory, as described by 
Steve Hinchliffe (2007) and discussed in Chapter 2, is starkly evident in the 
Queensland Nature Conservation Act 1992. Currently administered by the 
Queensland Department of Environmental and Heritage Protection (EHP), the Act 
presents a legal framework for the preservation of nature within Queensland’s 
jurisdictional boundaries, through provisions for the conservation of natural spaces, 
such as State parks, and also for the protection of native wildlife. Native wildlife is 
defined broadly in the Act, as any taxon or species of an animal, plant, protista, 
procaryote or virus “considered indigenous to Australia”. Here, the word ‘indigenous’ 
refers to wildlife “not originally introduced to Australia by human intervention (other 
than wildlife introduced before the year 1600)” and also to migratory species that from 
time to time visit the Australian landmass of their own volition. In doing so, the 
Queensland Nature Conservation Act 1992 connects native wildlife to a nature that 
existed prior to what is considered a profoundly important threshold in the natural 
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history of Australia: the advent of European settlement (Head 2004). As objects 
connected to a pre-constituted, non-negotiable thing called ‘nature’, all native wildlife 
that is present in Queensland is vested in the State. Legislation is designed to protect 
these representatives of pre-existing nature against the pressures of the social world 
to ensure the “survival and natural development of [the] wildlife in the wild” (Section 
73). It is declared unlawful for humans to deliberately kill, injure or otherwise ‘take’21 
such wildlife without approval (Sections 88-89) (McGrath, 2011).  In this way, the 
Queensland Nature Conservation Act 1992 is an example of conservation as 
something that ‘comes after’ (Hinchliffe 2007, p.125) nature, represents it against an 
invading social world, and seeks to apply measures to retain something of its original 
state. 
As representative of native species, Brisbane’s everyday wild animals are recipients 
of protection under the Queensland Nature Conservation Act. The underlying 
expectation is that, free from interference from humans, these animals will carry out 
independent ‘wild’ lives in a way approximate to that of their ancestors in pre-European 
settlement. Over the course of this thesis, however, we have seen the remarkable 
ability of everyday wildlife to transgress ideals of a separate, benign nature by 
surviving, adapting, and sometimes even flourishing in connection with human-driven 
environmental change. While this mutability goes unacknowledged under the Act, it is 
recognised in a less formal mode of public address, a Department of Environment and 
Heritage webpage entitled “Living with Wildlife” (Department of Environment and 
Heritage Protection 2015) which provides information and advice for residents 
regarding common urban wildlife22. Although the Queensland government is tasked 
with conserving and protecting native wildlife, the ability of some species to flourish in 
cities is not really described by this website as an example of successful conservation 
and protection. Rather than being discussed in terms of its connections to the past, 
                                            
21 The word ‘take’, when used to refer to animals in the Nature Conservation Act 1992, means any 
human attempt (successful or otherwise) to “hunt, shoot, wound, kill, skin, poison, net, snare, spear, 
trap, catch, dredge for, bring ashore or aboard a boat, pursue, lure, injure or harm” animals (Schedule, 
p225).    
22 The Brisbane City Council (2014b) also uses the term “Living with Wildlife” to describe civic 
relationships with abundant and potentially problematic wildlife.  
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this wildlife is discussed as presenting a potential set of hurdles, by creating natures 
that are risky or uncomfortable to humans. Living with wildlife then is not about 
celebrating saved nature, but managing problematic futures:   
For the first time in human history there are more people living in cities and 
towns than outside them. As our cities grow some animals are pushed out 
while others take advantage of the modified environment, with some even 
increasing in numbers as they move into newly created habitat. To these 
animals the city and surrounding suburbs are seen as the ‘new wild’: a place 
with all the habitat elements they need to feed, breed and take shelter. As 
the urban environment expands, this ‘new wild’ will also become a new 
frontier for confronting a range of wildlife conservation and management 
issues. The ‘living with wildlife’ webpages provide insights into how to coexist 
in balance with some of our more common species of wildlife and, if problems 
arise, what practical solutions are available to restore this balance 
(Department of Environment and Heritage Protection, 2015).  
While the word “co-exist” in the excerpt above implies a passive cohabitation between 
humans and wildlife in the city, when wildlife thrives and is considered problematic – 
for example by damaging property or posing a risk to human health - “Living with 
Wildlife” demands that humans are able to undertake actions that mediate and seek 
restitution against it. It is therefore a practice of biosecurity, or what Hinchliffe and 
Lavau (2013) refer to as making “safe life a possibility” (p.259). To facilitate this 
possibility, when wildlife becomes problematic the State government broadens its role 
from protector of wildlife as representative of a pre-existing nature, to enabler of control 
and influence over risky and troublesome animals. It does this by formalising a range 
of authorities that can be granted to humans to allow them to ‘act against’ native 
wildlife. This is done in legislation subordinate to the Queensland Nature Conservation 
Act 1992 called the Nature Conservation (Wildlife Management) Regulation 2006. Of 
particular relevance for urban human-wildlife relationships, are authorities called 
Damage Mitigation Permits. These are granted when the trajectories and exuberance 
of native wildlife are decreed threats to human property and to human health, and 
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humans wish to interfere with and shape these trajectories in order to protect their 
interests over that of the animal23: 
From time to time, wildlife and humans come into conflict for a range of 
reasons. The Act recognises that in some situations, it is necessary to take 
wildlife to minimise damage or loss of property (e.g. crops) or to protect 
human health or wellbeing. A damage mitigation permit allows a person to 
take wildlife in such circumstances (Department of Environment and 
Heritage Protection, 2015). 
While we see the State government open up protection to allow forms of interference 
with wildlife, this interference must be achieved without compromising the pre-existing 
nature that even problematic animals represent. While Damage Mitigation Permits 
issued under the Nature Conservation (Wildlife Management) Regulation 2006 make 
legal interference and control of native wildlife possible, the State still regulates and 
curbs this possibility. Despite vernacular descriptions of certain everyday native 
animals, such as the ibis (McKierney & Instone 2015) and the flying fox (Thiriet 2010), 
as pests and vermin, they are never classified thus at a species level. This is in stark 
contrast to the State’s definition of introduced invasive wild animal species such as 
foxes and deer under the Queensland Land Protection (Stock Route and Pest 
Management) Act 2002. Under this Act, these species are defined as wholly 
problematic and officially declared pests. Land managers – such as city councils and 
agriculturalists – are legally obligated to control and kill them.  
Control of native species, however, is never about species eradication, and land 
managers are legally obliged to protect them. Damage Mitigation Permits are only 
issued for the selective tempering of risk and inconvenience at an individual or 
aggregate level, and the process for assessing whether animals are problematic 
places the onus on the human complainant to demonstrate, with evidence, how an 
animal’s specific actions cause damage to property or human health and well-being.  
                                            
23 In urban space, many small scale actions adopted by humans to deter individual or small groups of 
animals as they move about or forage – for example putting out deterrent ‘owl statues’ to mimic 
predators in cafes, or “shooing” an animal away from a picnic table – are not considered invasive and 
therefore do not require a permit under the regulation. 
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Non-lethal methods are emphasized: trapping and relocation for sedentary, territorial 
and catchable animals, and various forms of dispersal for animals that inhabit the city 
in large collectives and circulate nomadically. Where killing of native animals is 
permitted, it is the selective act of culling troublesome populations to keep numbers 
down, rather than killing for broad scale annihilation. Species integrity is key for control 
actions, with Damage Mitigation Permits reserved only for species considered to be 
resilient to management, and classified “Of least concern”24 in regard to their 
vulnerability to extinction under the Nature Conservation (Wildlife Management) 
Regulation 2006. 
Thus, we can describe “Living with Wildlife” as a category of environmental 
governance aimed at securing convivial urban relations by allowing the carefully 
regulated exertion of human power over individuals or populations of potentially 
troublesome everyday animals. This must be done in a way that still upholds the highly 
valued, native identities of these animals, and protects them at the level of species. It 
is a biopolitical practice, not so much an exercise of sovereign power "to take life 
or let live," but a regulatory power, or biopower, intended to "foster life or disallow it to 
the point of death" (Foucault 1978, p. 138). While Foucault’s analysis of biopolitics 
focusses particularly on its operation within human life, Wadiwel (2002, 2015) as well 
as others (e.g. Palmer 2010, Shukin 2009, Wolfe 2010, Lorimer 2015) have explored 
how it is channelled towards all forms of life, in the broadest possible sense: protecting 
some, encouraging others, regulating, counting, monitoring, culling and managing 
many more.  The biopower enacted under the banner of “Living with Wildlife” focuses 
on everyday relationships between people and wildlife, to allow the sharing of life and 
the formation of contact zones, but also to manage this process. Through permitting 
practices, the power to interfere with wildlife, to seek retribution and to train it, is 
allowed. But it is channelled towards wildlife whose agencies and affects in urban 
space are demonstrated to be problematic, and towards specific animals or 
aggregates of animals, rather than the species as a whole. 
                                            
24 With robust populations across a broad geographical range, the Eastern water dragon, Australian 
white ibis, the Little Red flying fox and the black flying fox are prescribed as least concern, as is the 
grey-headed flying fox in Queensland, although it is considered vulnerable by both the IUCN and the 
Australian government.  
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As a form of governance under the umbrella of conservation, “Living with Wildlife” 
involves biopolitical engagements with a nature that is both here and now, but also 
presents the potential for problems in the future. As it does, it can signal a shift from 
the “closed politics of ecological states of nature, towards a more open politics of 
things, of living with others” (Hinchliffe & Whatmore 2006, p.131). This process may 
be messier than the clean lines of traditional, idealized conservation, but it promises 
more possibilities for striking accord in more-than-human urban relationships: 
….it’s a more fraught politics on the table, one that proposes new 
possibilities and therefore requires a very different kind of peace settlement 
(Hinchliffe 2007 p.134). 
Theorists such as Youatt (2008) and Palmer (2003) interrogate how nonhumans can 
be considered active participants in the exertion of biopower, not only exploring how 
they become subject to it, but also how they shape it through the ability to resist and 
disrupt its exercise. Biopolitical regulation must be responsive to the qualities and 
dynamics of the life it allows to circulate while simultaneous suppressing the risks and 
discomforts of doing so. The exercise of this power requires what Bingham and Lavau 
(2012) refer to as the “skillful work of tending the tensions” (p. 1589) of “managing 
abundance” (p.1604), and it is a practice that gives rise to the performance of specific 
expertise. In Brisbane, “Living with Wildlife” has given rise to a range of highly skilled 
wildlife professionals who specialise in negotiating the interests of human urban 
residents with the interests of everyday wild animals.  
How these professionals practice this negotiation, and secure the exuberance of 
everyday wildlife while maintaining its conservation value is the focus of the following 
sections. I contend that the expertise involved in ‘Living with Wildlife’, whereby 
problematic, common wildlife becomes subject to possible human interference in the 
name of securing future convivial relations, can give rise to opportunities to forge new, 
distinctly urban, constituencies and peace settlements. This involves looking at 
management practices not simply as being “an ever-extending power over life, and 
the integration of its circuits and circulations into secure frameworks” (Hinchliffe & 
Lavau 2013, p.261) but, rather, involving the accommodation of the mutability of life 
and the often-surprising agencies of the organisms and ecologies whose lives are to 
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be secured. The first two stories show the co-constitutive relationships that form in 
management actions involving managers and individual magpies and populations of 
ibis. With the final story, however, I present the management of urban flying fox roosts 
under the Newman government in Queensland. This is not a good news story about 
the creative practices of living with wildlife, but an example of how the biopolitical 
imperative to “make live”, if insufficiently channeled, can quickly give rise to practices 
of harm and exposure. This example, in which wildlife futures are not made 
manageable, but vulnerable, serves to illustrate how the critical exercise of biopower 
must always leave room for careful creative correspondence, mutability, and 
resistance.  
6.2 Articulating difference 
In Brisbane, much of the day to day, operational administration of civic life is the 
responsibility of the Brisbane City Council. As the operational caretakers of much of 
Brisbane’s public space, the Council plays a large role in maintaining the city’s nature 
reserves and parklands. One of its largest environmental obligations is to control and 
eradicate invasive, introduced species on public land. Under the Land Protection 
(Stock Route and Pest Management) Act 2002, the Council receives funding from the 
State government to fulfil these obligations. It has a dedicated team of policy and on-
ground staff implementing invasive species management programs that target animals 
such as foxes and deer. In the quote below, the manager of this team – a man with 
two decades of experience in invasive species management – discusses how the role 
of this group has expanded as part of efforts by the State government to devolve its 
role as protector of wildlife, opening up the possibility for human constituents to 
interfere with and temper exuberant wildlife. This has resulted in changed public 
expectations about the role of the Brisbane City Council regarding problematic urban 
wildlife on public land, such as city parks and streetscapes, and a growing number of 
wildlife complaints from the public re-directed to the Council from the State 
government. This has prompted the invasive wildlife management team at the 
Brisbane City Council, under the advice of a prominent Brisbane urban ecologist, to 
adopt the role of mediators in urban wildlife disputes: 
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[Previously] there wasn’t a native wildlife attachment to [the role of our team], 
because council did not feel it was their responsibility, because the State 
under the Nature Conservation Act are the gatekeepers of native wildlife. Or 
so we thought… We then started getting phone-calls, oddly enough, about 
people being swooped by magpies about 6 years ago. And we started talking 
to the complainants and we said [tone of amused amazement] “Why are you 
calling us??” you know, it’s the State’s responsibility. It was at a time that [the 
State] was beginning to downplay what their role was….and people were 
really irate, because what was happening was that people were calling the 
state, the state was telling them to call council, we were telling them to go 
back to the state, we were just sort of playing tag. In the end I thought, well, 
we need to put our hand up here, let’s take some responsibility for what 
[Brisbane ecologist] was calling human/wildlife conflict. No one in local 
government, to this day, I don’t think, does this. So from discussions with 
[Brisbane ecologist], we decided to dip our toe into the hot water of native 
wildlife and become responsible for some native wildlife. And then [it] 
became tagged on to our role. Vince, Brisbane City Council officer, Interview 
08 November 2012. 
One of the more common native wildlife issues that the Brisbane City Council mediates 
in the city involves sedentary, territorial birds, such as the Australian magpie and the 
Australian brush turkey25. Like water dragons, these birds enter urban assemblages 
by engaging humans and others in territorial address. Unlike the water dragon, 
however, these addresses can pose a real threat to human safety (through for 
example, defensive swooping in the case of magpies) or damage to property (through 
for example, the removal of large quantities of mulch from suburban gardens in the 
                                            
25 Given the ad hoc nature of urban native species complaints, there is no data available regarding the 
number of complaints regarding native wildlife received by Council. I am basing this claim on accounts 
from Brisbane City Council officers, and also figures provided to me by the Brisbane City Council that 
show that, in response to an unknown number of complaints, 8 native brush turkeys, and 29 other native 
territorial birds - mainly swooping magpies were contracted to be relocated between 2011-2013.  
Records of invasive animal complaints are easier to obtain given the Council’s legislated responsibility 
to manage these animals and keep records of outcomes. For comparison, over the same period, 
Brisbane City Council received 387 complaints about invasive, introduced animals which resulted in 
547 invasive pest animals being caught and destroyed.  
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case of brush turkeys). Faced with a problematic native bird, complainants often 
demand that the Brisbane City Council recruit a private urban wildlife management 
business to trap and relocate the animal. In the quote below, a Brisbane city Council 
officer discusses how the protection of native species – which usually requires the use 
of non-lethal management techniques - gives rise to different expectations from the 
Brisbane public regarding the way these species are managed:  
Any declared pest, we’re not allowed to transport them, we’re not allowed to 
relocate them, they’ve got to be shot on site. The dogs, the rabbits, the 
cats.…[but] it’s very strange when it comes to native wildlife….The 
community response when it comes to trapping invasive species [is often 
puzzling]. They open the [deer] traps, they vandalise the traps, and the same 
with foxes, even though they know it’s a declared pest….Really crazy stuff, 
you know? So there is that community reluctance to deal with invasive 
species, but there is no reluctance whatsoever to relocate native wildlife! And 
we’re sort of battling with that. Vince, Brisbane City Council officer, Interview 
08 November 2012 
While the Brisbane City Council is obliged, and funded, to conduct management 
actions against invasive introduced pest species, officers are usually reluctant to 
order that native animals be relocated. No funding or regulatory imperative exists 
regarding the Council’s responsibility to manage problematic native wildlife species. 
Instead, in many cases, Brisbane City Council officers use their position, and their 
expertise regarding the ways wildlife inhabits urban space, to re-define and re-direct 
public narratives that identify wildlife as pests or nuisances. In the quote below, a 
Brisbane City Council officer explains to me her approach to complaints regarding 
brush turkeys. These birds pose no safety risk to humans, but can wreck gardens 
when they dig amongst the mulch to forage and build nests. She explains how, when 
she receives a brush turkey complaint, she responds by encouraging the complainant 
to attune to the brush turkey differently, offering a counter-story which presents the 
bird not as a nuisance but as an opportunity to form mutually beneficial domestic 
relationships. It is a narrative not of brush turkey as pest, but brush turkey as an 
animate tool and a potential gardening partner:  
158 
 
 
…my immediate response [to a brush turkey complaint] is: “Oh, yeah that’s 
great. You’ve got a brush turkey in your yard!  That’s a mulching 
machine....it’s working for you....you’ve just got to learn how to dance with 
it; when you understand each other you can work together.  It will recycle 
your leaf litter, it will turn it around.  It will look for grubs….so it’s actually a 
bonus.  You’ve just got to know how to use the machine. If you don’t work it 
properly then it becomes a problem.  It’s going to dig up all your plants but 
by armouring around the things you want - just put a bit of chicken wire and 
a few rocks - brush turkeys don’t like that; it gets caught in their claws...” 
Melinda, Brisbane City Council Officer, interview 31 August 2012. 
One imperative that does exist for the Brisbane City Council is avoiding the risk of 
litigation should urban residents and visitors suffer harm through an incident with 
native animals in public space. However, as previously discussed, the interplay 
between the protection bestowed on native animals between the Nature Conservation 
Act 1992 and the interference enabled by the Nature Conservation (Wildlife 
Management) Regulation 2006 works to enact everyday native animals as objects of 
management not at a species scale (as it does with introduced species) but at an 
individual or aggregate scale. Here, securing and regulating wildlife involves what 
Bingham and Lavau (2012) refer to as managing “multiple versions of the future” 
(p.1589), a practice that requires a great deal of “under-recognised, under-valued, and 
under-theorised articulation work” (ibid). To mitigate the risk of litigation, Brisbane City 
Council officers must practice ways of differentiating between animals that do pose a 
significant future risk to humans in urban space, and thus are more likely candidates 
for relocation or removal, from those that do not. One of the species with which this 
differentiation is performed is the Australian magpie, territorial native songbirds with a 
cockily expressive demeanour, and glossy black and white plumage.  
159 
 
 
 
Figure 36 Australian magpie (Brisbane City Council 2015) 
Family groups of magpies, like water dragons, defend small territories in urban space. 
They are often seen and heard carolling together in trees and on power lines, a 
pleasing auditory display of territoriality considered a “quintessentially Australian 
sound” (Roetman & Daniels 2011 p.23). Also like water dragons, they habituate to the 
presence of humans in the city and, for the most part, engage them in an interplay that 
establishes a mutual polite distance (Candea 2010). This courtesy, their pleasing 
charisma, and their familiarity around households and suburbs, have helped the 
Australian magpie become one of the most beloved Australian animals (Jones 2008, 
Kaplan 2004). However, during breeding season (typically between July and 
November) when a magpie has eggs or young in the nest, they can engage in 
defensive ‘swooping’ behaviour towards intruders in their space, a particular 
expression of territoriality which does, indeed, present a problem for humans (Warne, 
Jones & Astheimer 2010).  These attacks are one of the most common forms of 
human-wildlife conflict in Australia. The outcome of a typical attack is simply an utterly 
ignominious experience for the human, as the bird repeatedly flies close to one’s head 
from behind, dipping and squawking and clicking its beak. However, scratches, facial 
lacerations and eye injuries do occur. The most serious concern for city councils 
regarding magpie aggression, however, are panicked human responses to the attack, 
which can result in very serious incidents, such as children running into traffic or 
cyclists falling off bikes. These accidents can be dangerous and occasionally fatal.  
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Figure 37 Temporary magpie swooping warning sign placed on the street where I live by the 
Brisbane City Council (photo taken 26 October 2015) 
Due to the potential seriousness of their aggression, magpies are one of the more 
studied of Australia’s common urban wildlife species (Kaplan 2004), with a significant 
study to understand magpie social behaviour funded by the State government 
between 1992 and 2001, and overseen by Darryl Jones, an urban ecologist from 
Griffith University (Jones 2008, Jones 2002, Roteman & Daniels 2011). Observational 
research regarding the circumstances whereby magpies are aggressive towards 
humans has found that magpie aggression is not motivated by broad-brushed 
territoriality, but by breeding adults trying to protect their young. Furthermore, not all 
breeding magpies attack humans. To piece together how magpie aggression is not 
hard-wired behaviour but shaped by life history and experience, Cilento and Jones 
(1999) conducted a series of ‘experimental intrusions’ into eight territories around 
nesting trees containing magpies with no history of aggression towards humans. Over 
the course of a brooding season, the same, single intruder would approach each tree 
in a direct line from 100 metres away, all the while looking intently at the nest. Ten 
metres away, the intruder would slowly circle the tree, still staring continuously at the 
nest, before moving away. By the end of the experiment, the majority of previously 
non-aggressive magpies were displaying aggression toward the trespasser, and the 
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persistence and nuance of the grudges elicited by the research surprised even the 
researchers:  
[By the end of the experiment] the intruder elicited a violent reaction… 
immediately upon his emerging from his vehicle... Significantly… this 
individual was the only person subsequently targeted by the magpies; no 
other people were reported as being attacked by these birds. Furthermore, 
on a visit to one of the experimental territories five years later, the intruder 
was again attacked, presumably by the same bird involved in the earlier 
experiments (Jones 2008, p.8). 
Through experimental practices, scientists were able to link magpie aggression to a 
its lived experience of the comings and goings of others, including humans, in its 
territory. It was possible to understand that magpies do not attack randomly, but in 
response to perceived threats based on these experiences. What emerges is magpie 
aggression that is highly individual: some magpies will attack no one, some will bear 
highly specific grudges against particular individuals, some towards types of 
individuals such as cyclists, postal workers on motorcycles or children, and still others 
attack indiscriminately (Jones 2008).  Drawing on this knowledge, when Brisbane City 
Council officers identify and respond to problem magpies, they must find ways to 
differentiate between magpie aggression that is general, and thus poses a more 
serious risk to the public, and aggression that is more specifically targeted. Magpies 
that are more generally aggressive are considered the most dangerous. These are the 
ones most likely to be relocated (Jones & Nealson 2003).  
The process of differentiating between magpies that pose a general, as opposed to a 
specific, risk requires skilful correspondence with the birds. In one interview with a 
Brisbane City Council wildlife officer, she described to me a complaint she had 
received from a man who was extremely upset - “in tears”, she told me - about a 
magpie that was nesting in a tree overhanging the car park of a football club in the 
inner northern suburbs of Brisbane. The tree was located on council land on a route 
that the man often rode his bicycle along. Each time he rode past, the magpie was 
aggressive towards him – swooping and dive-bombing, and making menacing noises 
with its beak – an attack that would not stop until the man was a significant distance 
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from the football club.  Investigating the complaint, the Brisbane City Council wildlife 
officer visited the club where the attack had taken place to determine whether the 
magpie was a threat to public safety. When she arrived and had located the magpie, 
she sat and watched it for an hour, and counted 89 people pass close by to the tree, 
on bikes and on foot. When the wildlife officer observed not a single person attacked 
by the magpie, she contacted the man regarding his complaint. She relates the 
discussion to me below:  
I said to him “By any chance, has there ever been a time [near the football 
club] where you’ve seen a young magpie on the ground?” and he said 
“Funny you say that, last year there was a lady who had found a young 
magpie in the car park…She asked me if I had a cardboard box [so she 
could take it to the RSPCA], and I did…I gave it to her, and she put the 
young magpie in it.” And I said “Well you were seen. And it’s hammering 
you…You were a part of taking that young away.”’ Regina, Brisbane City 
Council officer Interview, 4 September 2012. 
Although it is not sufficient to explain the thousands of magpie attacks that occur 
against humans each year, more than one anecdotal account exists of magpies 
developing a targeted vendetta against well-meaning people who have rescued fallen 
nestlings (Jones 2008). Deciding that this was not wholesale aggression, but a more 
specific grudge formed due to the man’s involvement in the well-intended but 
misguided removal of a baby magpie, the officer refused to take any further action, 
advising him to take an alternate route when riding his bicycle. This particular magpie 
was not a civic problem. It was aggrieved, not aggressive, and was unlikely to attack 
anyone besides those who had taken its baby away.  As the wildlife officer told this to 
me, I was impressed by the confidence with which she outlined her position. She was 
quite certain that the magpie was not a general danger despite the claims of the man, 
who continued to emphatically demand that the council deal with it. Her belief was 
born in her ability not only to enter into dialogue with the man about the magpie, but 
also enter a different, more creative correspondence with the magpie itself and, with 
it, determine its specific history. But, crucially, through this creative process of 
‘knowing around’ (Hinchliffe et al 2005, p.648), and of drawing together observations 
and experiences with the results of scientific experiments, she was able to articulate 
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a future for the magpie. This future was different from, and posed less risk than, a 
generally aggressive magpie.  
This articulation enacted new possibilities for magpies and humans to live together. 
Through it, the magpie gained an urban identity based on its ability to be different, to 
have different histories and futures of becoming in urban space. The manager gained 
self-belief in her ability to be affected by urban magpies and perform different futures 
for them, which was then used as a form of authority in her interactions with the man. 
It certainly helped that, like the water dragon, the magpie’s way of inhabiting the city 
made it an excellent correspondent in weaving chains of knowledge and certainty. Its 
open, diurnal mode of address and its predictability born of its territoriality, made it 
easily sensed by the Brisbane City Council officer. It was, like the water dragon, highly 
amenable to creative processes of scientific translation through experimental field 
research and the development of familiar vernacular knowledge. The Brisbane City 
Council officer was able to weave together the threads of this knowledge with her 
observations and the man’s story, to testify on behalf of the magpie’s individuality and 
subjectivity. Like Clever Hans and Rosenthal’s “smart” laboratory rats (Despret 2004), 
the magpie can be said to “authorize” the Brisbane City Council Officer to act as an 
urban manager and exert power over the hapless man. In this sense we can 
understand the magpie as a “colleague” (Hinchliffe 2007, p.133) to the Brisbane City 
Council officer, and an active participant in the ‘making’ of manageable magpies in 
Brisbane.  
6.3 Careful detachment  
On Christmas Eve 1995, a single Australian White ibis, making its way over the flat 
lands of the Gold Coast airport, approximately 100 kilometres from Brisbane, was 
sucked into the engine of a Qantas Airbus speeding down the runway about to take 
off. The impact was palpable, and the take-off was abandoned. The bird of course 
perished, and the damage to the engine resulted in a cancelled flight. Repairs, and the 
plane’s subsequent downtime, cost Qantas and its insurers an estimated $8 million 
(Shaw 2006).  When it happened, the incident was considered an “inevitable” accident, 
brought about by a superabundance of urban ibis (Low 2002, p. 119). Ibis populations 
had been increasing around the Gold Coast for some time, and had become a 
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headache for the Gold Coast City Council. Large numbers were now moving around 
the city, flying out at daybreak to landfills, tourist-filled esplanades and parklands, 
returning en masse at nightfall to collective roosts situated in pockets of wetland 
around the cities. These trajectories meant ibis frequently entered the airspace around 
the city’s airports, which were situated in a low-lying coastal area surrounded by 
mangroves (Shaw 2006).    
Although this event consisted of an isolated conflict involving an ibis and a plane, the 
problem could not be framed in the same terms as the magpie aggression described 
above. Because ibis inhabit the city in large, unpredictable, mobile collectives that 
move in, out and around airspaces, any ibis that passed through the skies above or 
around the airport had the potential to be sucked into a plane engine, and thus any 
urban ibis was a potential problem.  An approach was required that could make the 
birds manageable at an aggregate and regional level, rather than an individual and 
isolated one. A management committee, the Ibis Management Coordination Group, 
was formed to oversee this approach. It brought together representatives from the 
Gold Coast Airport Corporation, the Gold Coast City Council, the Queensland 
government, urban ecologist Darryl Jones and specialists from the Currumbin Wildlife 
Sanctuary (Shaw 2006).  
A small urban pest management company called Ecosure was contracted by the Gold 
Coast City Council and the Gold Coast Airport Corporation, and licenced by the State 
government, to implement an integrated, city-wide program to reduce ibis populations. 
Today, Ecosure’s ibis management program, implemented in the Gold Coast almost 
twenty years ago, is considered a highly successful program of urban native wildlife 
management, and has expanded to cities up and down the eastern coast of Australia, 
including Brisbane (Shaw 2006). The Ibis Management Coordinating Committee has 
changed to accommodate these new stakeholders, and, no longer a sole operated 
company, Ecosure is now the largest private company managing ibis in Australia 
(McKiernan & Instone 2016), numbering at almost one hundred employees. It has 
expanded its business to a suite of municipal wildlife management issues, including 
urban flying fox roost management and urban koala conservation. It now describes 
itself as “one of the biggest players in the environmental consultancy sector” with the 
core business of “protecting ecosystems” (Ecosure 2015). 
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Central to the perceived success of Ecosure’s ibis program has been its ability to 
reduce the risks that ibis pose in urban space, by constraining the species’ population 
growth at an urban and regional scale. This has been done in a coordinated manner, 
with the permission of the State government, and with relatively little controversy. 
Ecosure has experimented with a range of lethal measures to intervene in the ibis’ 
urban breeding cycles, which were found to increase in response to the rich, nutritional 
pickings of urban space. Measures such as egg oiling (McKiernan & Instone 2016) 
were trialled, but periodically entering key ibis roosting sites, such as Russell Hinze 
Park at the Gold Coast and the Black Swamp Wetland at Cleveland to destroy nests 
with eggs in them, as shown in Figure 38, was found to be the preferred method for 
directly interrupting the ibis’s urban fecundity.  
 
Figure 38 Ecosure officer using a pole to destroy ibis nests (Shaw 2006) 
The most successful management technique, however, that Ecosure has 
implemented up and down the east coast of Australia, are those that modify the urban 
environment in order to disrupt the connections that ibis have cultivated with food 
waste. This has involved altering urban garbage dumps and landfills, and some – 
particularly those close to airports – have been closed to putrescible waste. Others 
have had netting installed which physically blocks the ibis from the tip face. Where this 
is not feasible, deterrent practices are adopted in which people stand on the tip-face 
and - using tools such as stock whips, gas guns26 - and slingshots, frighten the ibis 
                                            
26 A gas gun is a bird deterrent device used mainly in agricultural practices. It resembles a small 
metal cannon and, attached to a gas cylinder, works by intermittently firing a stream of gas that 
generates a very loud, and terrifying, booming noise.  
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away. While year-round deterrence of ibis during landfill operating hours is considered 
optimal, it is also expensive, costing approximately $100,000 a year per landfill (Patrick 
2006). As a cheaper alternative, Ecosure coordinates a ten day ‘intensive dispersal 
period’ in August across as many landfills as they can in south-east Queensland and 
northern New South Wales. From dawn until dusk, over this period, ibis will be 
intensively deterred from the landfill. The purpose is to “make the ibis population really 
hungry” (Sam, Ibis manager, interview, 30 August 2012) just before breeding season 
so they are not so inclined to breed early or have large clutches. As well as disrupting 
the ibis’ connection with landfills, measures also aim to interrupt the ibis’ imprinted 
connection to public human eating spaces. Signs, such as the one shown in Figure 
39, discourage users of public space from sharing food with ibis and a range of bins 
used in Brisbane, as shown in see Figure 40, use careful design to prevent ibis and 
other birds from being able to easily access the bounty within.     
 
Figure 39 Ibis management sign found in many Council parks and public areas across 
Brisbane. Photo taken Mt Cootha Botanical Gardens (Photo taken 13 May 2013) Wording 
underneath reads: “I am a native bird. Help me get back to nature….please don’t feed me your 
scraps.” 
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Figure 40 Variations of ibis-proof rubbish bins (Berton 2010 – reproduced here with 
permission) 
While not classed as a lethal control method, these acts of disentangling the ibis from 
urban landfills have significant impacts on the bird’s urban fecundity and population 
numbers: 
… We needed to choke the food supply. We decided very early on the piece, 
we had to get the landfill operators to understand that the abundance of 
food is the biggest problem with this abundant population… We also know 
that when landfills have closed, and this has happened twice, the breeding 
colonies near to those landfills all but evaporate. [When a landfill on the Gold 
Coast closed in 2000 at] the nearby colony…there were eggs abandoned in 
nests, because the first thing to go when a bird is stressed because of lack 
of food is its reproduction, and it will leave its nest and won’t tend to its eggs 
or incubate them cos they’ve got to look for food. Sam, Ibis manager, 
interview, 30 August 2012. 
Ecosure’s ability to openly promote itself as an ecologically motivated company on the 
back of a program that drastically reduces ibis populations is remarkable given the 
controversy that often surrounds native animal management programs in Australia. 
No doubt the unpopularity of the ibis, and the urban setting, has had some influence 
168 
 
 
on the company’s ability to engage in these forms of ibis management. Drawing on 
Haraway (2008), McKiernan and Instone (2016) point out that the pest narrative that 
surrounds the ibis facilitates profitability for Ecosure, and that they are “in the business 
of making ibis killable” (p.15). As Haraway points out, making things killable is a distinct 
relational practice from the actual act of killing. While the latter is an unavoidable 
aspect of living, making things killable is a political practice designed to not take the 
act of killing seriously. It involves the processes whereby the livingness of something, 
the richness of its history is erased in order to hide what is lost through its killing, or 
the methods whereby the purpose and value of killing is presented in ways that make 
it acceptable. In the context of eating meat, Despret (2016) points to the 
disappearance of abattoirs from the centre of town, and the absence of calf heads and 
the unplucked bodies of chickens and game birds at meat stalls, as examples of 
making things killable. These acts are intended to minimise anything that reminds us 
that the meat that we eat once took a living form and engaged in a singular life.  
The choice to target the embryonic life-stage, which for all birds takes place outside 
the mother’s body, is in many ways an act of making ibis killable. An egg is not only 
highly amenable to killing, being inanimate and easy to locate, manipulate and destroy, 
it also has a highly pliable ethical status. Rather than being fully actualised forms of 
life, bird eggs are often constructed as being not much more than a shell within which 
real life (i.e. the developing body) is housed. It is also easy to assume that eggs do 
not feel distress when they are interfered with. Egg oiling (so that embryos inside 
suffocate) and other forms of egg destruction are considered distinct from violent forms 
of killing. Ibis parents remain alive and can conceive again, so efforts to make ibis 
parents “really hungry” so that they abandon eggs are framed more as delaying life 
rather than extinguishing it. Finally, targeting eggs means that the gritty reality of what 
‘living with’ ibis actually involves takes place away from the highly public and well-
frequented areas in which the adult birds forage, in more isolated nesting areas like 
the Metroplex Lagoon. Most people in Brisbane are unaware that ibis populations are 
even managed, and, unlike the aggressive magpie described above, ibis have few 
humans able to testify on their behalf.    
However, the business of making things killable is not the only thing at play in the 
relationship between Ecosure and urban ibis populations. To identify as ecological 
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managers, continue to be recipients of Damage Mitigation Permits from the 
Queensland government, and to escape the scrutiny of the Ibis Management 
Coordination Committee who have the power to undermine the company’s legitimacy, 
Ecosure cannot render the ibis completely killable. As Matthew Chrulew (2011), points 
out the biopolitical control of animals involves practices inextricably bound up in the 
production of impairment and death, but is ultimately devoted to fostering some form 
of life. Always future focussed, Ecosure’s objective is controlling and securing the ibis’ 
mutability but never fully extinguishing it. Thus, the act of disentangling the 
connections that the ibis cultivates with urban sites must never be absolute. This 
business requires a great deal of skill and expertise, and as the quote below illustrates, 
managers must practice careful management and monitor closely to ensure that they 
never reach a point where species are jeopardized:  
…We’ve been really careful, we’ve got a population range which we’ve got 
to manage to within, below which we don’t want to go and above which we 
think is an artificially high level. We see the coastal population as being an 
important reservoir of population. So hopefully when the inland wetlands 
come back and flourish, we can push them back out there again, back to 
where they would normally breed. So it’s really important that all the 
programs that operate collectively along the Eastern seaboard, don’t over-
manage to the point where you reach that critical point and the population 
plummets. Sam, Ibis manager, Interview, 30 August 2012 
Given the care required to ensure that urban ibis are made manageable in a way that 
does not jeopardize the species more broadly, ibis managers must have faith that 
management practices will not interfere with urban ibis to such an extent that the 
population goes from abundance to extinction. In the following quote, I have asked an 
ibis manager if he ever worries about the impacts of his work, and whether ibis 
populations could ever be irrevocably damaged by his actions. He expresses 
considerable conviction and faith in the ibis’ future: 
…the way we’re managing now, I think it’s very, very unlikely. There’s so 
many unmanaged sites up and down the east coast. Any local town where 
there’s a landfill, there will be a colony nearby. But if we wholesale managed 
170 
 
 
every colony everywhere, you could hit that tipping point. Are we there? In 
my professional opinion we’re miles away from that. Sam, ibis manager, 
interview 30 August 2012 
As discussed in Chapter 2, Foucault (1978) argues that power relations pass over into 
regimes of domination only rarely, when all kinds of resistance to power become 
impossible. As ‘integrated’ as ibis management may purport to be, it is impossible for 
managers to destroy all eggs and all nests, or restrict all access to food across an 
entire region. At least some members of ibis populations resist management by 
seeking different areas to colonize and breeding up around unmanaged landfills in 
wetlands unvisited by ibis managers. As it seeks out new opportunities for life, ibis 
present, at an aggregate level, what Schuurman and Franklin (2015) refer to as 
“counterperformance”. In their study of horse training and the enactment of 
horsemanship in the human-horse relationship, these authors note that horses do 
indeed resist the trainers, acting in ways that disrupt the performance. Incidences of 
disruption, however, do not necessarily shatter the horse trainer’s expertise if they are 
adequately responded to. As horse and human work together in action and counter-
action, the expression of horse agency can actually enhance the performance overall. 
In the quote above, the ability of the ibis to inhabit and cultivate urbans flows despite 
the practices of management is not spoken of as a challenge or an interruption of the 
ibis managers expertise, confidence and “professional opinion”. By thriving in 
unmanaged sites, ibis mutability works to build the company’s ecological reputation 
and enhances the performance of sustainable biosecurity.  
The ibis’s counter-performance makes Sam an ibis manager, not an ibis killer, and he 
can describe the process of making ibis manageable as something that involves 
honour and skill. Throughout my discussions, I repeatedly heard accounts of the ibis’ 
resilience in the face of management: ibis habituating readily to deterrent techniques 
used at landfills, and sometimes foraging right next to the gas guns, ibis using all sorts 
of novel techniques to avoid detection, ibis becoming quickly indifferent to all efforts to 
deter them from urban eating spaces, and ibis nesting within flying fox roosts because, 
according to managers, they ‘know’ that they can’t follow them there. This resilience 
and responsiveness in the face of management actions is related to me, not with 
frustration or hatred, but with considerable fondness and admiration.  
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The ibis’ counter-performance at a population level allows ibis managers to walk a fine 
line between the “killability” of ibis at an aggregate level and the ecological integrity of 
the ibis at a species level.  Like the magpie and the Brisbane City Council officer, and 
the students and the water dragons, urban ibis populations can be described as 
articulating with ibis managers in ways that enhance the performance of management. 
The elasticity of the ibis’ connections to urban flows and space, authorizes managers 
and their ability to navigate the tensions and risks of “Living with Wildlife”. It gives them 
faith that they can manage the ibis’ future in ways that will not create a tipping point. 
Restricting access to resources in a specific area, and interrupting one ovulation in the 
ibis’s annual reproductive cycles is only a partial detachment and not a complete 
severance of the ibis’ urban circulations. It is less obvious how the ibis’ resistance 
actually helps the animals. There are indeed very troubling aspects of ibis management 
in which the potential for life is extinguished through nest and egg destruction, the 
violence of which can be easily minimized. Ibis are made killable in the management 
performance, but by counter-performing, and subsequently proving amenable to the 
performance, the birds avoid disappearing into the management relationship 
altogether. They hold their shape, becoming esteemed by managers in the 
achievement of a careful, conditional urban constituency:    
I actually really respect the bird, big time. The more you deal with anything, 
the more you respect it. I think they are way more intelligent than we give 
them credit for. Seventeen years ago you’d go into their colonies and you’d 
look for their nests and the adults would squark and fly off and you’d go “Oh, 
there’s the nest” and you’d know exactly where it was. But over many 
seasons of recognizing “Oh, here comes those guys again with the poles”, 
they very quickly have adapted to squat down in their nests, stay out of sight, 
position their nesting material in a place where there is some sort of canopy 
or leaf structure that makes it hard for you to see, so unless you are really 
experienced, you could walk past nests all the time. Sam, Ibis manager, 
Interview, 30 August 2012 
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6.4 Bat-tle stations 
Since European settlement, Australian flying foxes have been the target of human 
hostility. Prior to their protection under the Queensland Nature Conservation Act 1992, 
they were commonly perceived as a threat to the Queensland fruit industry, and the 
state government’s role was primarily to sanction their lethal control, and at times even 
to facilitate concerted efforts to eradicate them (Ratcliffe 1932, Thiriet 2005, Rose 
2011). Fortunately, the drive to eradicate flying foxes was ineffective. Nomadic, aerial, 
inscrutable and collective, flying foxes are not only tricky animals with whom to 
collaborate in the production of scientific knowledge, they are also difficult to engage 
in practices of deliberate, co-ordinated killing. Shooting parties, government bounties, 
and all manner of inventive, mass-killing contraptions did not completely work, and 
flying foxes still, thankfully, circulate around Queensland’s forests27 (Wardill 2013). In 
Chapter 4, I described how, in recent decades, flying foxes have been increasingly 
seeking out the highly reliable food sources in the urban forest (Plowright et al 2011). 
This is likely to have occurred in response to a combination of human population 
growth in Australian cities, the loss and degradation of the flying fox’s arboreal 
resources outside the city, and the increased availability of well-watered, lush, reliable 
vegetation in the urban forest. Accordingly, the number of flying fox roosts in cities and 
the frequency of occupation of urban roosts has also “dramatically increased” (Edson 
et al 2015, p.2), with all Australia’s major east coast cities now home to permanently 
occupied, and highly visible, flying fox roosts (Plowright et al 2011).  
As the numbers, size and visibility of urban flying fox roosts have increased, the human 
reaction has often been fearful, unwelcoming and often vitriolic. Impacts on urban 
amenity have been a key concern, and it is certainly true that flying fox roosts are not 
pleasant things to live beneath. As is often the case with large collectivities of 
                                            
27 The continued presence of flying fox populations is testimony to their resistance in the face of human 
driven eradication since European colonisation. However, this will certainly not secure their future, as 
they are highly vulnerable to what Nixon (2011) refers to as the “slow violence”, or indirect effects, of 
environmental degradation and climate change. Flying fox populations have been depleted by habitat 
loss, and rising temperatures will undoubtedly also have dire effects on them, as they are extremely 
vulnerable to heat events. They go into shock, and often die, when temperatures go above 42 degrees 
Celsius.     
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mammals living in close confines, roosts are noisy and smelly. Roosting trees suffer 
damage, and everything underneath the roost can become covered in the flying fox’s 
copious faeces. Health concerns – particularly in regard to the high-profile Hendra 
virus - are also a large factor in community complaints about flying foxes (Edson et al 
2015, Moore 2011). However, these are often based on erroneous connections made 
between flying fox roosts and disease risks. A recent survey found, for example, that 
the majority of Queensland residents mistakenly believe that Hendra is transferred 
directly from flying foxes to humans, when the reality is it is transmitted to humans via 
horses, and even then only through saliva and other bodily fluids (Kung et al 2015). 
Such misunderstandings lead to extreme, and often completely incorrect, perceptions 
regarding the disease risks posed to humans by living close to urban flying fox roosts.  
Not surprisingly, urban communities have placed considerable pressure on politicians 
and public servants to deal with flying fox roosts. However, after the introduction of 
the Queensland Nature Conservation Act 1992 which shifted the status of the flying 
fox from agricultural pest to valued native species, the Queensland government’s role 
has moved from flying fox eradicators to their protectors. With some notable 
exceptions28, the efforts of communities to politicise and problematize flying foxes 
were generally met with opposition from the State government, which tended to 
strictly maintain the rules stipulated in subordinate regulations that made room for the 
possibility of interference, but simultaneously curbed most of the opportunities for it. 
While householders were allowed to take some action to prevent new flying fox roosts 
from forming in private backyards (by pruning back roosting trees, for example), 
interference with established urban flying fox roosts required clear proof of the 
economic damage or health-related problems caused by them. In addition, the 
implementation of non-lethal management methods to disperse flying fox roosts 
demanded significant skill and expertise. As a result of these rules, there were very 
few permits granted to take management actions against urban flying fox roosts in 
Queensland.  
                                            
28 An urban colony in Charters Towers, for example, has been subject to ongoing relocation attempts 
for many, many years (Thiriet 2005).  
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With this, community frustration regarding urban flying fox roosts has only grown, and 
become more extreme. In towns and cities across Queensland, urban community 
action groups have formed to demand that the Queensland government and local 
councils deal with problematic urban flying fox roosts. In the quote below, the leader 
of one of these groups gives voice to his frustrations about urban flying foxes as he 
addresses a Parliamentary Inquiry into allowing more power to landholders over flying 
roosts to the Land Protection (Flying Fox Control) Amendment Bill 2012.29 
… We want the bats removed from [urban park] which is our public park that 
cannot be used by the residents of [town]. We want these bats moved to an 
area like the [river right away from town] where they are not causing any 
drama to anyone. That is where they should go back to, not cause drama 
to people who go to the toilets and workers who have to work under them. 
Tourists come here and sit at our barbecues and tables and should not be 
shat on by bats. Some sort of normalcy should come back into the 
system….. Anything that can move these bats away from this public park, 
whether it be by shooting them or another way to move these bats, should 
be done immediately. It should be done as soon as possible so we can have 
our public park back. They should not be in the city. Leader of an urban 
community bat alliance speaking at the Queensland Parliament Agriculture, 
Resources and Environment Committee Inquiry 31 October 2012. 
Inherent in the man’s frustration is an assumption that conservation regulations inhibit 
urban communities from being able to exercise their rightful sovereignty over urban 
space. Flying fox roosts, which can affect the civic amenity of certain sites and prevent 
human residents from using them for the purposes for which they were intended, are 
considered as having no place in cities and towns. A second assumption is also at 
play: that with an aggressive demonstration of human power, the connections that 
                                            
29 This Inquiry, which was public and I was able to observe, brought together Queensland Members of 
Parliament who also sat on the Agriculture, Resources and Environment Committee. The Inquiry 
discussed granting more powers to landholders and communities to disperse flying fox roosts, and high 
level public servants, wildlife managers, environmentalists, and members of the public disaffected by 
flying foxes were invited to present. The proposal was subsequently overruled in favour of increasing 
the decision-making powers of local government, which is the focus of the following paragraphs.   
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flying foxes form with urban places can effectively be severed, and they will be driven 
away from towns and cities. The objective here is often not about co-existence or 
conviviality: there are little options for human-flying fox relationships apart from a 
complete disconnection and elimination of flying foxes from the places in question.  
As Dominique Thiriet (2005) writes “the widespread hatred and fear of bats generally 
which lie deep in Euro-Australian culture has been taken seriously by politicians” 
(p.238). In March 2012, a conservative Liberal National Party led by Campbell 
Newman, who had previously served as Lord Mayor of Brisbane, gained power in 
Queensland Parliament. Newman had made a number of combative election 
promises, pledging a war on organised crime, a war on sex offenders, and promising 
to loosen some of the moderately progressive environmental reforms – often referred 
to as “green tape” (Dorsett 2013) - that the previous Labor Party government had 
implemented over the previous fourteen years. This included completely reversing the 
government’s reluctance to interfere with flying fox roosts. Rather than experimenting 
with finding ways for community, flying foxes and experts to articulate together, a hard-
line approach was taken. The government would remove the obstacles that 
communities faced as they sought to address flying fox roost issues, and make “the 
health and wellbeing of the community…the central consideration regarding flying-fox 
roost management” (EHP 2015b). He won by a landslide, in what was called the 
“greatest political victory Australia's ever seen” (Taylor 2015). Upon entering 
Parliament, the new government began working on changes to the regulations under 
the Nature Conservation Act 1992.  
While these changes sought to elevate the interests of the urban public in the flying 
fox issue, the protection bestowed on flying foxes as native animals and 
representatives of a pre-existing Australian nature was untouched. The agenda was 
about exerting biopolitical, not sovereign, power. Although communities often 
demanded the desire to exert sovereignty, including the right to shoot flying foxes, 
killing was not on the table, nor were there any suggestions of eradication by the 
government30. Foremost in the new Premier’s aims was shifting the State 
                                            
30 Changes were also made to allow the lethal management of flying foxes, but this related only to the 
context of agricultural activities, not urban roosts.   
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government’s role from one of protector towards one of regulator, and re-defining the 
objective from conserving flying foxes to making them manageable through the non-
lethal exertion of human power. However, no attempt was made to enact a form of 
expertise to counter or curb human claims regarding the problems posed by flying fox 
roosts. As we have seen in the case of the magpie and the ibis, this expertise plays 
an important role in “Living with Wildlife”, differentiating risk and making everyday 
wildlife manageable at an individual or aggregate level so that management is targeted 
only to life that presents risk. Amongst the changes made by the incoming 
government, was one that effectively dismantled this performance.  
Section 188A of the Nature Conservation (Wildlife Management) Regulation 2006, 
sets out the reasons that permits to manage flying fox roosts may be issued. Prior to 
the Newman-led government, the only grounds for a permit to be issued to interfere 
with a flying fox roost were if they were causing either economic damage, or damage 
to both human health and well-being. However, with the Newman government, the 
regulation was changed to allow members of urban communities to demand action 
against flying fox roosts solely based on claims regarding damage to well-being31. In 
an interview with Tammy, a State government ranger whose duties were to respond 
to complaints about urban flying fox roosts and assess applications for permits, she 
describes to me how her ability to advocate on behalf of the flying foxes was effectively 
hamstrung by this change:  
… with the previous government, it was quite stringent. It was health and 
well-being and there were no real bench marks so the wildlife rangers took 
it very literally as health and well-being….Obviously, no one was able to 
prove that you got a certain disease from flying foxes, [so] most people went 
on water quality, trying to prove their water was undrinkable. But that was 
                                            
31 It only required a change to a single word in Section 188A to allow this to happen.  Whereas 
previously, complaints regarding flying fox roosts had to prove damage to health AND well-being, this 
was changed to health OR wellbeing.  
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easily refuted because it was easily tested. Tammy, State government 
ranger, Interview, 30 June 2013. 
Tammy describes how the previous rules enabled a form of authority in rangers. 
Complainants could not just make a claim against a flying fox roost because it 
damaged their well-being, they would have to prove that a fly fox roost had a clear link 
to their physical health. For Tammy, such claims could be easily negated: sure, flying 
foxes carry potentially fatal zoonotic diseases, but neither can be transmitted to 
humans by simply sharing space with them. Likewise, if members of the public claimed 
that flying fox faeces were contaminating their water supplies, these supplies could be 
tested to prove that they were not contaminated with bacteria. Like the Brisbane City 
Council officer and her effective correspondence with the magpie, Tammy is talking 
about the formation of robust chains of knowledge between herself and the animals in 
question which allowed her to practice a form of expertise and to testify on behalf of 
the flying fox roost. With Newman’s changes, however, complainants no longer had to 
prove an actual connection between the flying fox roost and their physical health, but 
could make applications based on the flying fox roost’s emotional effects. Unable to 
counter such claims, Tammy became little more than a rubber-stamp to them. 
According to Tammy, this change saw a rapid proliferation of successful applications 
to take action against flying fox roosts. Whereas between 2006 and 2011 she was 
involved in two, ultimately unsuccessful, applications to relocate flying fox roosts made 
in Queensland, within a year of the election of the Newman government, she was 
aware of twenty applications to relocate flying fox roosts, all of which had been 
approved.   
As the new Premier removed many of the regulatory obstacles that stood between 
angry communities and flying fox roosts, he was also very vocal in his criticisms of 
local councils for their apparent unwillingness to place the interests of human 
constituents above that of flying foxes. Accordingly, many of the other changes to the 
Nature Conservation (Wildlife Management) Regulation 2006 were aimed at shifting 
responsibilities to local city councils to make them do something in the face of 
community grievance over flying foxes. As the Premier talked tough in regard to these 
issues, the media followed suit. Figure 41 shows some of the imagery surrounding the 
Queensland government’s stance on flying foxes in the Queensland media at the time.  
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Figure 41 "Battlestations": Some of the media representations of Campbell Newman’s war on 
flying foxes (Tin 2012, Wardill 2013) 
We have seen in Chapter 4 that flying foxes are creatures whose nomadic rhythms 
and aerial trajectories make them difficult partners with which to weave circulations of 
knowledge. Not surprisingly, little is known about why flying foxes roost where they do. 
What is known is not specific enough on which to base any management decisions. 
Flying foxes tend to roost in tall trees, often with a dense understory of shrubs 
underneath, and observational evidence suggests some preference for low-lying 
areas near creeks or other water bodies, in coastal lowlands, near mangroves, 
swamps, rainforest and open forest. In urban space, flying foxes might prefer to be 
surrounded by suburbs rather than extensive forest (Ratcliffe 1931, Roberts et al 2011, 
Richards & Hall 2012). The patterns of flying fox movement and individual use of 
particular roost sites throughout the landscape is gradually becoming illuminated 
through research methods such as satellite and smart tracking technology (McKeown 
& Westcott 2012, Jurdak 2014), but this is early days. Such research will be helpful, 
but cannot shed too much light on how flying fox roosts are engaged with and 
composed as meaningful, dwelt, “storied-places” (van Dooren and Rose 2012, p.2). 
Like the magpie’s memory of the human crimes performed against it in urban space, 
and the ibis’ imprinted and experimental attachment to food sources, flying fox 
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connections are likely to be multiple, and emergent in a complex knot of space, 
ecology, and individual and collective animal subjectivities, memories and histories.  
Just as deliberate attempts to eradicate the tricky flying fox have proven unsuccessful, 
the task of getting large numbers of them to do anything is an onerous one. Even 
highly organised attempts to move flying fox roosts, such as those in the Sydney and 
Melbourne Botanical Gardens, and in the northern New South Wales town of Maclean, 
for example, have proven very expensive and extremely difficult, and often have 
unexpected outcomes (accounts of these dispersals can be found in Thompson 2007, 
Roberts et al 2011, Thiriet 2010 & van Dooren & Rose 2012). Not surprisingly, the 
Local Government Authority Queensland (2013) raised concerns regarding the State 
governments proposed devolution of responsibility regarding flying fox roosts, claiming 
that small governments lacked access to the resources – particularly the expertise – 
necessary to carry out the difficult job of moving flying fox roosts. However, realising 
the greater power they would have to respond to pressure from their constituents, most 
local councils eventually supported the changes, with some even asking for increased 
powers to create flying fox exclusion zones around their towns. Wildlife managers and 
environmentalists, on the other hand, continued to urge the government to reconsider. 
In the excerpt below, the Managing Director of Ecosure (the management company 
discussed in the previous section) also addresses the Parliamentary Inquiry into the 
Land Protection (Flying Fox Control) Amendment Bill 2012, emphasizing the 
fruitlessness of taking a local approach to managing flying fox roosts:  
… I come to you with 25 years’ experience [in] wildlife management and 
have an international standing in this regard… What we need to do is to 
keep our powder dry. It is not easy to shift flying foxes…I understand what 
it is like to live near flying fox colonies. I truly understand that, and I know 
there are lots of different places around Queensland where that is a big 
issue.…. [but] If we take the open slather approach we will splinter camps 
all over the place and we will actually increase the distress on both flying 
foxes and humans. We will end up with more colonies in more 
locations…We have examples of poor success with other dispersal 
programs including the Maclean dispersal project which has been going for 
well over a decade...These organisms have a very high fidelity to the sites 
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they breed at, so they will attempt to keep coming back again and 
again…But my point is that, once you get on the treadmill of shifting a colony 
from place to place, you will get on that treadmill and never get off it. 
Managing Director of Ecosure speaking at the Queensland Parliament 
Agriculture, Resources and Environment Committee Inquiry 31 October 
2012 
Ignoring the advice of flying fox experts regarding the amenability of flying foxes to 
local control, city councils were granted greater freedom to assess claims against 
flying fox roosts in their jurisdictions and to implement action. Rather than going 
through a long, expensive, and usually unsuccessful application procedure with the 
State government, the residents of towns and cities could apply directly to their local 
council to take certain actions against flying foxes. What ensued was a period in which 
urban communities were allowed to experiment with methods designed to make cities 
as hostile and unattractive as possible for flying foxes, and to deny them any purchase 
in urban space. The objective was not conviviality but intimidation, terror and 
dominance, as communities banded together to collectively break the flying foxes’ 
connection to urban roosting trees.   
Wanting to witness what was involved in an urban flying fox dispersal, in April 2013 I 
met Tammy in the town of Ashbury32 about two hours’ drive inland of Brisbane with a 
population of 1500 people. Several months earlier, a few thousand flying foxes had 
begun roosting in some large eucalypts in a local park, with a smaller, splinter roost of 
a few hundred individuals establishing in a tree in the back yard of an elderly lady. Led 
by a local real estate agent, a community action group had formed and made an 
application to their local council to disperse the colonies using tools and money 
donated from local businesses. Permitted to take place over five days, actions were 
to commence two hours before sunrise and to cease two hours afterwards. The plan 
was to drive the bats over each of the five mornings, further and further from the centre 
of town, so that by the end of this period, the roost would be relocated to a national 
park five kilometres away. The trees in the elderly lady’s yard would then be cut down. 
                                            
32 A fictional name.  
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Having had her decision-making powers effectively inhibited, Tammy’s role was now 
to ensure that permit conditions were adhered to and to cease all action if the permit 
was breached or flying foxes injured. Representatives of a bat rescue organization 
were also in attendance to care for any flying foxes hurt in the proceedings.  
Before dawn on the first morning of the dispersal, Tammy gathered us together in the 
front yard of the elderly lady’s house to discuss the morning’s proceedings. The 
relationships between the flying fox carers, government officers, the Ashbury Council 
and the community alliance appeared pretty cordial. In the elderly lady’s backyard, two 
bright spot lights beamed strong light into the roost trees, and several men in 
fluorescent vests lit fires in ten-gallon drums filled with green branches. Acrid smoke 
wafted through the trees, and the deafening boom of gas guns ripped through the 
darkness every minute or so. In the sky, I could see the faint shadows of hundreds of 
flying foxes circling above the trees, unable to land. At the local park, we also found 
the air filled with smoke, spotlights pointed to the trees, and the sound of gas guns 
also cracking the dawn light. As well as this, several cars were parked under the trees, 
lights on, doors open, and loud rock music blaring from the radios. Twenty or more 
townspeople were marching around these cars and trees, banging together pots and 
pans, screaming and yodeling. A couple also used stock-whips. As the day broke, the 
numbers of humans increased and above the trees in the park thousands of flying 
foxes began whirling around in the lightening sky, trying but failing to find a safe place 
to land amongst the smoke, light and noise. By the time the sun came up, however, 
there were no flying foxes at the elderly lady’s house and only a few hundred at the 
park. The morning’s activities were deemed a reasonable success, and the townsfolk 
were optimistic in their abilities to implement their plan. The bulk of flying foxes were 
found to have settled in eucalypts behind the town’s show grounds, about two 
kilometres from the centre of town. 
On the second morning, however, things began going wrong. Dispersal activities 
commenced at the elderly lady’s backyard, the park, and the new roost at the show 
grounds, but after a couple of hours, instead of being driven further away from town, 
the flying foxes splintered in all directions. By 7 o’clock - broad daylight, and an hour 
after they should have settled – dispersal activities were still taking place in numerous 
locations. As I drove up and down the main street of town, I could see several groups 
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of around a hundred flying foxes each, all wheeling in different directions above the 
town, being met by a cacophony of car horns, gas guns and stock whips. In one street, 
I could even hear people screaming at the flying foxes to “fuck off!” In this atmosphere 
of antagonism, I found myself no longer wishing that the townsfolk and the flying foxes 
would find a way to live together. Instead, I desperately wished that, by some miracle, 
the flying foxes would just do what they were being told and thus end their suffering. 
But they would not. Instead, they flew around and around until they were almost 
completely exhausted, their flying style no longer languid or steady, but haphazard 
and jerky, and with many almost colliding mid-air33. Finally, at 8 o’clock, the dispersal 
activities ceased, and the bats finally found places to rest in many small groups all 
over the town. As Tammy gathered the flying fox carers, government officers, the 
Ashbury Council and the community alliance together to de-brief on the mornings 
activities, the mood is tense. Concerns for the flying foxes are met with hostility, and 
a member of the community alliance even spits an insult at a flying fox carer, calling 
her an “RSPCA dibber-dobber”. Later, we find that many flying foxes have returned to 
the original trees in the park.  
In a conversation with Tammy later on that second day, I asked her when she knew 
things had gone too far and on what grounds she could halt proceedings. She 
explained that, as well as witnessing first-hand human breaches of the permit 
conditions, she could end the dispersal action if the flying foxes were at risk. Asking 
her how she assessed this risk, she responded that when flying foxes are overly 
stressed, they often go into shock and drop to the ground. When this happens she 
has the proof she needs to stop the proceedings. As I recall this conversation, I am 
reminded of Despret’s (2004) distinction between ‘being available’ and ‘being docile’ 
in the formation of knowledge relationships with animals. Despret writes that 
encountering each other in ontological choreography always and unavoidably 
involves power, and, as each party seeks to influence and shape the relationship, 
                                            
33 The Ashbury flying foxes would have been tired before the dispersal activities even began, because 
the dispersal took place as they were returning to roost at the end of a full night’s foraging. Accordingly, 
there was a stark difference in the flight style of these flying foxes and that of flying foxes I have seen 
heading out to forage after a day’s rest. To imagine the spectacle of flying foxes unable to land, imagine 
a group of dogs stuck in a swimming pool, swimming around and around and becoming more 
exhausted, unable to get out.  
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both are always full of expectations about how things should go. The key difference 
in ‘becoming available’ is that, even if it is not particularly pleasant, the entities 
involved always have the ability to resist what is expected of them, to make the 
questioners rethink their questions, and to take reality into surprising and creative 
directions. Identities are articulated through the process of becoming available, and 
we have seen this in the way water dragons and humans negotiate urban territories, 
and as ibis, magpies and their managers correspond with each other in the business 
of making urban life secure.  
However, practices that are designed to perform docility are not open to the enactive 
potential of resistance and counter-performance. As the protections around flying fox 
roosts were loosened in a way that disrupted negotiations between wildlife managers 
and the public, they did not allow for urban wildlife to flourish and circulate. Animals 
and humans did not become available to each other or address each other as 
colleagues and partners, and this was not a careful and active process of detachment 
(Candea 2010). Instead it was a cruel exercise that limited any options available to 
the flying foxes. They could do as they were told and become displaced, they could 
resist and be assaulted by smoke and gas guns, or they could drop from the sky and 
finally allow the wildlife officer to testify on their behalf, by which time it would be too 
late. The experiments that took place in Ashbury under the banner of “living with 
wildlife” were actually a destructive and ultimately useless attempt to repress and 
expel life, not foster it. There was no skillful work or expertise involved, and flying fox 
resistance did not enhance the performance. By adopting methods that were 
ostensibly ‘non-lethal’, townspeople treated the flying foxes as if they were capable 
of “infinite flexibility, complete plasticity” (Bingham & Lavau 2012, p. 1604), and the 
violence of severing their connections with urban space and flows could be justified 
as “training” them to leave the city. Flying foxes were not being lived with, but were, 
in fact, being made very killable in this performance.   
I left town with low hopes for a workable negotiation between humans and flying foxes 
in Queensland. Over the next few days, the flying foxes were eventually driven out of 
Ashbury, but I heard later that they returned only a month later. In the subsequent 
months, many other dispersals took place in towns and cities across Queensland, 
with some attempting to dislodge much larger colonies using helicopters and fire 
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engines. These dispersals were all, like Ashbury, ultimately ineffective at achieving 
the elimination that the communities desired.  The impact of this on flying fox 
populations is as yet uninvestigated, but as animals dependent on strong mutual 
connections with trees, air and roosting sites, it is highly unlikely the effects were 
positive. Two years later, the next Queensland election result was also a landslide, 
but this time it was the Newman government that was voted out, serving - mercifully 
- only a single term. Today, local councils still retain much of the administrative power 
over urban flying fox roosts, but appear to be far warier about giving communities free 
reign to disperse them, although they are frequently called on to do so. There are 
some small signs of hope, then, that more fertile experiments are occurring as 
scientists, the State government, local councils, wildlife managers and the community 
use this episode in Queensland’s environmental history, to work more generously 
with flying foxes to articulate acceptable ways of living together. 
6.5 Discussion  
As everyday wildlife becomes urban, finding ways to make the city liveable for both 
wildlife and humans is required. In living cities – places co-fabricated and enlivened 
by the rhythms of far more than just the human - this needs to involve more than 
simply re-asserting human boundaries and re-establishing the city as an exclusively 
human territory. It needs to involve far more than just protection, and lines drawn, by 
way of dogmatic and inflexible environmental protection, between humans and an 
eternal, original nature (Hinchliffe and Whatmore 2006, Hinchliffe 2008). This chapter 
has explored some of the processes that allow for the selective tempering of wildlife 
exuberance and mutability to ensure that urban natures do not become too risky and 
uncomfortable for humans. This is a biopolitical process, concerned with controlling 
the multiple trajectories of urban life without extinguishing their broader circulations 
both in the city and beyond (Hinchliffe & Lavau 2013, Chrulew 2011, Lorimer 2015). 
The Queensland government refers to these practices as “Living with Wildlife”, and 
enables them by partially withdrawing State protection of everyday wildlife as 
representative of a pre-existing Australian nature, and allowing forms of interference 
to take place. Subordinate legislation contains the rules whereby a careful 
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performance involving animals, publics and specialist managers work together to 
resolve civic issues created by abundant urban wildlife.   
By focussing on real examples, this chapter has illustrated that, just as there are 
different ways of becoming urban, the process of making cities liveable for both 
humans and everyday wildlife involves multiple and specific interactions from which 
different management forms and human-animal relations emerge (Hodgetts 2017). 
The examples in this chapter show how processes of learning to manage everyday 
wildlife can involve creative ways of anticipating and nurturing circulations of life in 
which an attention to difference and diversity is paramount. “Living with Wildlife” does 
not just involve the selective tempering of life, but cosmopolitical experiments in 
attunement, address and response. These experiments intend to achieve a form of 
urban constituency for wildlife by resisting and countering claims intended to deny or 
problematize its enrolment in the city. “Living with Wildlife” involves a politics that goes 
beyond presence and absence, and requires us to go to considerably more trouble 
to negotiate the potentially problematic trajectories that emerge in complex, 
conflicting and multiple “civic associations and attachments” (Hinchliffe & Whatmore 
2006, p. 129). Similarly, the problems posed cannot simply be defined in terms of bad 
behaviour such as aggressiveness and pugnaciousness, but must be defined in terms 
of the potential risks these animals present in urban space. This requires creative 
ways to piece together an animal’s history, so that managers can testify as to its 
future.  This chapter has shown such experiments already in action, as wildlife officers 
weave chains of knowledge that pull against the territorial claims of urban 
communities, and enact forms of difference in what constitutes problem wildlife. In 
these experiments, we see destructive brush turkeys become mulching machines 
and aggressive magpies become aggrieved parents.  
“Living with Wildlife” also requires a willingness to respect an animal’s ability to resist 
and counter-perform. Allowing forms of resistance to flourish can actually enhance 
the skill and expertise required to achieve liveable cities. This chapter has shown how 
wildlife management can be articulated with reciprocity and respect, skilful 
correspondence and circulations of knowledge and trust. However, as the example 
of the Ashbury flying foxes attests, without this the possibilities for achieving liveable 
cities can quickly be extinguished. The “management” at Ashbury became little more 
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than an inflexible act of human power and territoriality upon wildlife unable to do what 
was being demanded of it. This resulted in a cruel, and potentially dangerous, 
decomposition of everyday urban connections. As Despret and Meuret (2016) write, 
“extinction begins when the world to which an animal was associated is reduced to 
nothing, or almost nothing”.  When communities seek to assert urban territorial 
divides and push urban wildlife away from the city, or even restrict them to certain 
pockets, they effectively seek to control their participation in urban worlds to the point 
where they risk extinguishing it altogether. This is not a practice of living with wildlife, 
but one of human transcendence and ultimately extinction.    
As we move forward into the Anthropocene, it may be that a careful – and partial -  
disentanglement of urban connections will only be possible for certain animals, like the 
ibis, that can respond and counter-perform to this treatment by seeking out alternative 
flows, increasing clutch sizes in times of plenty, and otherwise resisting the practices 
of managers. Evidence indicates that the tentative connections that flying foxes make 
with urban space may be far more fragile. These animals are unable to increase their 
fecundity in time of plenty, experience extreme stress when separated from certain 
places, and do not have as adaptable dietary habits as the ibis. Likewise, the 
articulation of difference that took place between the magpie and the Brisbane City 
Council officer was made possible through the magpie’s ability to enact territories in 
the city, and make itself available through various forms of urban address. For 
collective animals, such as the ibis and the flying fox, such correspondence is far more 
difficult. 
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7 Going forward: Synurbisation in the 
Anthropocene   
One blustery, wet morning early in my candidature, I was walking across the Eleanor 
Schonell Bridge, which crosses the Brisbane River and connects the southern suburbs 
of Brisbane with the campus of the University of Queensland. It is a long, tall bridge 
from which one can see far along the river, and it is a very pleasant place to walk. 
Because of its elevated position, the bridge makes one level with the riparian canopy, 
and is an excellent vantage point from which to look at animals. From it, I have watched 
cockatoos, corellas and lorikeets feeding young in tree hollows, native bees forming 
hives in gaps between slabs of concrete, carpet snakes slithering along branches, 
flying foxes crashing into fig trees, birds of prey hunting, and noisy miner nests packed 
with chicks. On this day, as I glanced over the railing and down at the turbid water 
swirling at the change of tide, my eye was caught by a familiar-looking black shape 
floating amongst clumps of leaves and plastic bottles probably pushed into the river 
by recent heavy rain. The shape was so far below me that, at first, I was not sure what 
I was looking at, but I could finally make out that it was indeed what I thought it was: 
the head and the beak of an Australian white ibis. Something was obviously wrong, 
and I surmised that the bird was caught on a piece of debris.  Ibis are waders, not 
swimmers, and its body was water-logged and helpless just beneath the surface of the 
water. I considered calling a bird rescue organisation, but I knew this rescue would 
require a boat and there was no time for that. The bird was still alive but was drowning 
before my eyes. As it did, however, the ibis did not struggle. It was perfectly still, save 
for one gentle motion. Every so often the ibis would lift its head out of the water just 
enough to take a breath, and then return it back down into the water to rest. This quiet 
persistency, in what were its final moments, was profoundly moving. Deeply sad, I 
watched as the current carried it down the river and out of view.  
At the time, I was unable to articulate how this encounter affected me. In retrospect, I 
realise it was a transformative one, such as that described by Jane Bennett (2010) 
when, one morning, she observed in the grate of a drain near Chesapeake Bay, a 
man’s plastic glove, a dead rat, a bottle cap, a mat of oak pollen, and a stick of wood.  
Struck by the vibrancy of this “contingent tableau” (p. 5), Bennett was able to 
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recognise, not simply a bunch of un-related, inert objects, but a vivid assemblage of 
things that could not be reduced to the contexts in which humans had set them, and 
were “never entirely exhausted by their semiotics” (ibid). The rich community of 
Australian synurbic wildlife that lives openly around me in Brisbane is also a contingent 
tableau, consisting of many political, material and biotic circulations. Lives – and 
unavoidably deaths too – all intertwined in the city. By forming attachments to urban 
space and the material, ecological flows that occur there, this wildlife becomes urban 
in specific, surprising, and often dismaying ways. Within the modern, human 
transcendent politics that infiltrates our thinking about nature, however, this is often 
framed as some kind of loss: an animal’s unavoidable sacrifice of an original wild 
condition in order to survive in a hostile humanised environment. Abundance and 
familiarity also serve to make these animals seem less important and less valuable to 
humans and cities, and their persistence is rarely celebrated. What struck me, as I 
witnessed the ibis enduring its predicament, was the great unfairness of this treatment, 
as if this bird’s life was somehow deficient to one lived away from humans and outside 
the city. As it drowned, I felt the ibis as a provocation to honour what synurbic wildlife 
adds to the city (Hawkins 2006), and to recognise “the extraordinary that lives among 
the familiar and the everyday” (Bennett 2010, p.4). 
The aim of this thesis was to build upon this provocation, to take Brisbane’s everyday, 
synurbic wildlife seriously and to give it more attention than it usually receives. To do 
this, I called on some important social theorists currently grappling with how to attend 
to the mixed-up, hybrid politics that must take place in the Anthropocene. With Donna 
Haraway, I have explored how everyday wildlife in Brisbane are ‘companion species’ 
and ‘significant others’. I have endeavoured to stay with the trouble of telling factual, 
fleshly stories about synurbic native animals in a way that highlights the very real and 
political material-semiotic game played between these animals and humans at the 
contact zones where they meet. With Vinciane Despret, I have endeavoured to pay 
attention to human and synurbic wildlife interactions in a way that ‘gives all the 
chances’ to the animals to be as interesting as humans, to have influence, and to 
engage with humans in a process of becoming. I have explored becoming urban as 
an anthropo-zoo-genetic process of attunement and correspondence, a dance of 
companionship or co-training through which humans and animals have the potential 
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to build shared knowledge, skill and identity. With Steven Hinchliffe and Sarah 
Whatmore and other more-than-human geographers, I have explored how these 
interplays expand Brisbane as a ‘living city’, an entity that is emergent in far more than 
just human practices of control wrought on a benign landscape. Instead, Brisbane is 
a fluid co-fabrication involving the intersections of many different flows, trajectories 
and intentionalities all becoming urban together.  With a suite of other multi-species 
theorists – including Candea (2010, 2013), Lorimer (2015), Kirksey (2015), van 
Dooren (2014, 2016), and McKiernan and Instone (2016) - I have explored 
synurbisation in Brisbane as a specific configuration in the politics and history of 
human-wildlife relationships, one of the many novel wild entanglements that take place 
in the Anthropocene.  
Weaving these concepts with my own observations and experiences, accounts from 
ecologists, wildlife managers, various wildlife handlers and policy makers, and in 
consultation with various scientific and political documents, I have told a series of 
synurbic stories. These have endeavoured to stay with the trouble of following facts 
about synurbisation as a situated and specific political interplay that draws together 
animal, human, material, and spatial histories (Haraway 2016). By following the urban 
lives of the Eastern water dragon, Brisbane’s flying foxes and the Australian white ibis, 
I have argued that synurbisation is not simply a matter of animals hitching a ride to 
human civilisation and eking out a living in the city. It cannot be explained as a trade-
off between pre-existing wildness and the privilege of occupying urban niches, or as 
the corruption or erosion of the animal’s traditional ways of doing things. It is not a 
human-driven catastrophe, nor simply a matter of animals seeking refuge against a 
degraded nature outside. Conversely, it is not the case of mechanistic wildlife simply 
doing within urban space what it has always done.  
Instead, by complicating understandings of the process whereby animals become 
urban, I have demonstrated that synurbisation is not so much about loss, sacrifice or 
degradation as it is about a far more interesting and active expansion of an animal’s 
capabilities and agential potential. This process involves forms of experimentation in 
which wildlife pushes at the boundaries of what is possible, forming new connections 
with different things and trying out alternative modes of existence (Lorimer 2015, 
Kirksey 2015). The ability to exert influence – to persist and to make things happen in 
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relationships with humans and other urban entities - is a key part of this process. But 
it also involves keeping something in reserve, and withdrawing from the relationship 
to hold one’s shape. Synurbic wildlife are themselves emergent in assemblages of 
evolutionary, geographical and ecological flows and they are never fully reducible to 
their urban relationships. With this new rendering of synurbisation the common 
characteristics given to everyday wildlife can be re-evaluated. Pugnaciousness and 
opportunism, traits often given to the Australian white ibis, can just as well be 
understood as a capacity for attending to and experimenting with unknown things, and 
for cannily drawing them into a mutually affective relationship. Urban habituation, 
commonly assumed to be a passive erosion of fear or desensitisation to humans and 
other things an animal would ‘naturally’ flee from, actually involves a far more dynamic 
suite of skills. In the case of water dragons, it requires being able to attune to humans 
as territorial interlopers, and to teach them how to be courteous in negotiations over a 
particular patch of ground. Even flying foxes, whose urban constituency is so often 
denied by ecologists when they argue that they are not fundamentally changed by the 
city, demonstrate expanded capacities as they forage different trees and eat different 
types of fruit, and as they attune to and respond in intimate, domestic rehabilitative 
relationships with wildlife carers.  
My accounts have also shown that synurbisation does not only give rise to new 
possibilities for wildlife. By engaging in relationships of becoming urban, synurbic 
animals multiply, enrich and enliven what is possible for Brisbane. It has not been my 
intention to underplay the significant agency that humans exert to enact cities and 
become urban. Humans are unequivocally instrumental ‘keystone species’ (Despret 
and Meuret 2016, p. 26) within the performance of urban political ecologies. However, 
urbanisation is not a one-directional exercise of human power and intentionality on an 
otherwise inert landscape. This thesis has traced the emergence of different cities in 
the lives, intentions and activities of different everyday animals. The strategies that 
synurbic animals use to hold their shape and exert influence in their encounters with  
humans can pull urban reality in various directions. With this wildlife, Brisbane 
becomes a “multi-natural” place (Lorimer 2012). Bounded and courteous urban 
natures are enacted with Eastern water dragons, as they engage humans territorially, 
and articulate urban space with them through their displays of bravado and 
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dominance. Ephemeral, inscrutable and unruly natures are enacted as flying foxes 
incorporate Brisbane’s cultivated trees into their nomadic travels across forested 
landscapes, bringing with them fluttery night-time aeriality, the potential for zoonotic 
diseases, and uninhibited daytime collectives. Muddy, squallid natures are enacted as 
Australian white ibis cultivate connections with the flows of human food waste in the 
public spaces of the city.  
My stories have also illustrated how, as synurbic wildlife becomes urban, the 
experiential and relational repertoires of humans also expand. Whether they are aware 
of it or not, humans are moved to feel and know more by these animals. Synurbisation 
involves entities learning to be affected by one another in dances of urban anthropo-
zoo-genesis.  Highly open and accessible Eastern water dragons teach humans how 
to respond to them with courtesy and politeness, and in return humans affirm the water 
dragon’s urban dominance. Nomadic flying foxes teach humans that the city is more 
than just about them and that urban trees are not simply ornamental, but ecological. 
As they move across the sky in search of flowers and fruit, they draw human 
awareness upwards and towards geographies and temporalities beyond the here and 
now. Ibis teach humans that they don’t have all day to finish that hamburger, and 
provoke them to attend more closely to muddy, urban ecologies. In short, then, 
synurbisation is a process that adds to wildlife, cities and humans. What synurbic 
wildlife does is an extraordinary achievement.  
All is not always rosy when humans and everyday wildlife enact the city. This thesis 
has explored some of the ways that everyday animals can complement and 
collaborate with humans to perform the city. The Eastern water dragon’s mode of 
urban inhabitation and public address, for example, is highly amenable to the intimate 
performance of backyard domesticity, the ordered nature in a ‘world class’ inner city 
show garden, and the production of circulating references by an urban ecologist. 
However, other everyday wildlife can be far more disruptive, becoming urban in ways 
that run against the grain of human intentions. The shimmery way that flying foxes 
inhabit Brisbane transgress or splinter human orderings of the city. As they re-purpose 
the neat, urban natures of city streets, boulevards, backyards and parks, they can 
make the urban forest feel more like a jungle where unruly beasts gather, squabble 
and swarm. Even for those that seek to grant flying foxes some sort of solid ecological 
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constituency in the city, they are extremely ‘tricky’ partners in the creation of scientific 
knowledge. They only become amenable to domestic knowledge relationships when 
their fluttery, nomadic trajectories around the city are interrupted. When they are 
rescued by wildlife carers they become highly amenable to the performance of care, 
to the extent that flying fox orphans and their carers must be carefully distanced from 
one another in the process of re-wilding. By entering the city’s public spaces in the 
middle of the day to forage, the Australian white ibis utterly discredits a performance 
intended to allow humans to effectively ignore all the calories and nutrients they 
discard. As they alight on cafe tables and openly ransack plates of leftover chips, ibis 
make the ruptures in this public performance grotesquely clear. The polite 
performance of civic space unravels, and outdoor eating spots become decidedly 
uncivil places where human tensions run high as they are harried into attending to 
their waste.  
As synurbic wildlife becomes urban and humans are moved to feel and know more, 
this does not necessarily result in loving, trusting relationships. In this thesis, I have 
described how water dragons can become subject to remarkable acts of human 
affection and generosity as they are accommodated into backyards and city parklands. 
As I have conducted my research, I have certainly come across other examples of 
interspecies camaraderie: ringtail possums gently accommodated as they sleep in 
nests they have built on balconies, magpies that join in as young children play on 
lawns, electricity meter readers who call bee rescuers when they find a meter box 
colonized with native bees, and wooden possum boxes and frog ponds tenderly 
maintained in suburban backyards. However, I have also witnessed human reactions 
to the enrichment that synurbic wildlife offers that are alarming, involving exaggerated 
fear of everyday wildlife and staggering examples of hatred and derision. With flying 
foxes, I have seen violent attempts to render urban wildlife docile and to forcibly sever 
their connections to the city. These actions were not about humans and wildlife 
extending into one another, but an expression of human mastery and a desire to 
separate.    
The starting point of this thesis was to point out the inconsistency and dishonour of 
ignoring, hating or devaluing the contribution of persistent, synurbic wildlife in an era 
being heralded as the Anthropocene. To this end, this thesis has attended to three 
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types of everyday wildlife, looked back at these species with generosity and openness, 
and respectfully recognised what this wildlife achieves as it inhabits the city and 
engages in urban life. This is a fundamental obligation in an era in which humans 
finally comprehend how untenable and destructive modernist aspirations to transcend 
and control nature have proven, and as we grieve the profound and permanent impact 
our carelessness and arrogance has had. As cities around the world grow, and as new 
cities are established at an unforeseen rate, it is only decent to treat the species that 
flourish in response to our practices, and in the environments we alter, with 
appreciation and respect. However, the task requires so much more than simply 
recognising those hardy species that remain. As much as I would like to think that I 
have fulfilled my promise to a dying ibis, I have only really arrived at the beginning of 
something much larger. Now that we have attended to everyday wildlife as companion 
species, the task now is to practice synurbisation in ways that build better cities and 
achieve better, fairer outcomes for all participants. 
For Despret and Meuret (2016), a true politics of attention is never simply about taking 
another into account. To hold in regard means also to be careful, to hold at bay, to 
take care. It is “ecology and cosmology knotted in a common story” (p.25). Humans 
and their practices are undeniably instrumental to the creation of synurbic 
relationships. This requires us to become obligated by a situation and allow the 
situation the power to obligate us “without guarantees” (p.27). In other words, as cities 
grow and multiply in the Anthropocene, and as the capabilities and potentials of 
synurbic wildlife also grow, our ethical capabilities and obligations to them must follow. 
Like Haraway’s (2008) ethics of domestication, we must work “inside the complexities” 
(p. 207), the dependencies and the contingencies of synurbisation and nurture better 
ways to train and live together. This task needs more than just looking back. We must 
now go forward, to practice a cosmoecology of synurbisation that is about 
compromising ourselves and “learning to hold possibilities open, learning 
attentiveness to the infinite ways of being affected and of affecting, where no one may 
know ahead of time the affects one is capable of, or the kinds of forces and entities 
that will constitute landscapes and worlds with us” (Despret and Meuret 2016, p.35).   
Following Latour (2004), the immediate task of the Anthropocene is bringing the 
collective together and composing a common world, bit by bit. This will be achieved 
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by actively engaging in a synurbic politics in which our obligations are practiced out in 
the open, and we have let go, once and for all, of the idea that real nature is to be 
found away from humans and outside the city, and that the familiar natures with which 
we live are somehow lacking. Instead, we must build what Hinchliffe and Whatmore 
refer to as a politics of urban conviviality “serious about the heterogeneous company 
and the messy business of living together” (2006, p.134, original emphasis).  This will 
be an experimental politics, concerned with more-than-human civic attachments, and 
expanded notions of urban citizenship and constituency. It will aim to bring all parties 
– human and non-human, abundant and rare, easy to live with and difficult – to the 
table of urban life.  It will be built in attending to the multiple and specific 
choreographies, constraints and consequences shaping each synurbic relationship, 
allowing that even courteous games can involve uneven power relationships and 
unexpected vulnerabilities.  
While I reserve some gratitude to protectionist legislation for its role in curbing the 
killability of everyday wildlife, a politics of urban conviviality requires us to question 
the current orthodoxies of conservationism and the value it places on rarity over 
abundance. Living with everyday wildlife calls for forms of environmentalism that seek 
to value, build and foster complexity and difference in the city and outside, and to 
acknowledge the many becomings that occur there. The emphasis must not be solely 
placed on the protection of threatened species and the control of fecund species, but 
on multispecies diplomacy and negotiation more broadly, and on reaching ways to 
co-train and articulate together that allow difference to flourish. This thesis has shown 
that this co-training may be easier for those synurbic animals, such as the water 
dragon, who are ecologically more amenable to cross-species practices of inter-
patience (Candea) and urban civility. However, staying with the trouble (Haraway 
2016) of living with more inscrutable animals such as flying foxes, may involve all 
manner of work to create contact zones between humans and those animals to allow 
a more mutual flow of recognition and response. As difference flourishes, we may 
also find we need to draw on various practices of detachment, to pull apart the 
stickiness (Ginn 2013) that binds us. Such practices do not necessarily deny 
difference. They do not “mean a gulf of separation, indifference or a cold retreat from 
the other” (ibid, p.541). Careful detachment is not necessarily an act of disrespect, 
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but can contain forms whereby humans and animals become-with and extend each 
other “making one another possible” (Candea 2010, p.255).   
As it has explored the deliberate strategies that humans employ when everyday 
wildlife inhabits the city in ways deemed problematic, this thesis has found 
experiments in synurbic politics already in action. Workable urban constituencies for 
everyday wildlife can be made possible in the anthropo-zoo-genetic co-training 
between managers and wildlife, and diplomatic negotiation is evident. Respect can 
blossom in practices that seek to selectively temper connections with urban flows, 
while fostering counterperformance in ecological circulations more broadly. As 
Lorimer (2015) writes “this is cosmopolitics – a politics of dynamic processes, diverse 
agencies, and conditional, contingent, and unstable outcomes” (p.183). Such 
examples give me hope that as we live with synurbic wildlife we can practice a 
“careful” (Hinchliffe 2008) political ecology concerned not simply with “presence, 
inclusion or accumulation”, but with “uncertainties, precautionary measures and 
looser forms of assemblage” (p.88). Hope is to be found in being open to our own 
vulnerabilities, and a willingness to treat the “risky attachments” (Instone 2015) that 
form as catalysts in the creation of new possibilities and solutions. However, this 
thesis indicates that there is still much to be done. The risks and uncertainties 
presented by everyday wildlife can still be treated as threats to eradicate. 
Management actions can seek to extinguish and deny these animals’ participation in 
urban worlds, and leave no room for diplomacy or resistance. Despite the apparent 
abundance of synurbic wildlife, these will always be practices of extinction (Despret 
and Meuret 2016). They are “existential threats” (Kirksey 2015, p.218) and can only 
have destructive outcomes.  
The constitution of the Anthropocene must be built on shared knowledge, interspecies 
generosity and expanded obligations, rather than human sovereignty, control and 
transcendence. In Brisbane, I have found a vital reconstitutive politics taking place in 
the mundane spaces and material flows of urban life, as synurbic wildlife becomes 
urban and brings new associations and modes of existence into being. As animals and 
humans encounter each other and live together in city streets, urban wetlands, 
backyards, parks and civic squares, they engage in political co-training. State 
government policy-makers and Brisbane City Council wildlife officers play a role, as 
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they respond to the liveliness that emerges at the contact zones between human and 
animal. Scientists, too, play a role as they find ways to make everyday wildlife matter 
in various urban ecologies. Wildlife rescuers, graffiti artists, students and bloggers 
experiment with different ways of meeting and living with synurbic animals. Everyday 
wildlife becomes more not less as it becomes urban, cities become more with 
everyday wildlife in them, and humans become more as they are affected by the more-
than-human circulations that entangle with their day-to-day urban lives. These animals 
are our companions, partners, teammates and competitors in the composition of cities 
and urban life. With them we become urban. 
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